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Sports Spectators from Antiquity to
the Renaissance

Allen Guttmann*

If we define sports as physical contests engaged in for their own sake, that is,
as autotelic activities, we can plausibly assert that the Greeks invented sports
because they were the first peoples to discover the pleasures of playful physi-
cal contests among adults unconcerned for any material advartageher
words, the Greeks were the first peoples to approach sports not merely as an
aspect of cult or a preparation for warfare but as ends in themselves, activities
engaged in for intrinsic as well as extrinsic motives. If we define sports in this
way, we realize that the study of sports is roughly coeval with sports as an
activity. The first ventures into the history of sports are remarkably ancient.
The scientific study of sports is, on the other hand, essentially a phenomenon
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the whole history of the history of
sports from ancient times to the present, many hundreds, if not thousands, of
books have been published. Only a handful of them indicate concern with
sports spectators.

The paucity of information, indeed, the rarity of references even to the exis-
tence of spectators, has not prevented journalistic and even scholarly dispar-
agement of sports fans. In the words of a trio of sports psychologists, “The
discussion of spectatorship amounts to a nearly universal condemnation of the
phenomenon.? When the commentator is hostile to sports as well as to sports
spectators, the denunciation can be vitriolic: “More than twenty-five million
Americans,” wrote a contributor t&hristianity and Crisis,“fostered their

own dehumanization each weekend last fall as fans of big-time football.”
That this essay on the alleged dehumanization of sports spectators appeared in
an organ of organized Christianity is in itself suggestive. In many of the mod-
em condemnations of sports spectators one seems to hear tones of ancient
wrath; one seems almost to hear the voices of the Fathers of the Church as
they raged against the abominations of the Circus Maximus and the Co-
losseum. In the patristic diatribe of Tertullian (ca. 160-ca. 230 A.D.) one can
detect the moral concern still shared by twentieth-century cfitics:
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Look at the populace coming to the show—mad already! disorderly, blind, excited already about
its bets! The praetor is too slow for them; all the time their eyes are on his urn, in it, as if rolling
with the lots he shakes up in it. The signal is to be given. They are all in suspense, anxious
suspense. One frenzy, one voice.

Tertullian’s case against the spectators was one which Christian moralists
have continued to make from his day to ours, but the most sustained and sys-
tematic of modern analyses of sports spectators have issued not from the pens
of clerics, most of whom seem anxious to stride vigorously along in the path
of “Muscular Christianity,” but from the typewriters of Marxist or Neo-
Marxist scholars who anatomize the abuses of “capitalist” sports (in the
Marxist version) or ofall sports (in the Neo-Marxist version). In addition to

the ideological critique of sport spectatorship, there is a good deal of worry on
the part of government officials, sports promoters, journalists, and non-Marx-
ist scholars about sports-related crowd violence.

If one examines what has been written about contemporary sports fans by
Marxists, Neo-Marxists, and non-Marxists (three categories which ought log-
ically to account for everyone), one finds an indictment which can be summed
up as follows: (1)Sports spectators are essentially passiieey do not par-
ticipate actively in sports. They are, in economic terms, consumers rather
than producers of the spectacle. In the more extreme Neo-Marxist version of
this charge, it is alleged that sports spectators are “rendered apathetic, manip-
ulated, and fragmented”by the system of capitalist exploitation; they are
infantilized and, finally, dehumanized@2) Sports spectators are frequently
active, but their activity is destructive rather than construct&rrendering

their autonomy to the crowd, spectators become an unruly mob, shrieking
catcalls and obscenities, throwing bottles and cans, smashing windows and
overturning automobiles. Figuratively if not literally intoxicated, spectators
can become hooligans whose tumults and riots have left hundreds dead. Al-
though Marxists have sometimes referred to mob violence as a concomitant of
spectator sports in capitalist society, Neo-Marxists have tended to assume the
catharsis or safety-valve theory and to ignore the phenomenon of crowd vio-
lence. Most of the scholarship on riots and tumults has been done by non-
Marxists.

| have argued elsewhere that the Neo-Marxist critique of spectator sports in
capitalist society can be invalidated on the basis of empirical data recently
gathered in both sociological and social-psychological research showing (1)
that sports spectators are more likely than non-spectators to be actively in-
volved not only in sports but in cultural activities of all kinds, including poli-
tics; (2) that spectator sports actually tend to increase the fans’ hostility and
aggressiveness rather than to render them apathetic or to provide them with
the lucid equivalent of an Aristotelian cathafsis.
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Whatever their disagreements, Marxists, Neo-Marxists, and non-Marxists
have agreed, at least operationally, in their concentration on the present.
Scholarship devoted to sports spectators, meagre as it is, is concerned almost
exclusively with twentieth-century behavior. Reliable information about
sports spectators of the past is in short supply. Even when the historical record
of sports and pastimes is rather full, even in those rare cases where historians
have written extensively on sports spectators, they have seldom asked the
guestions about social role and psychological response which are the stock in
trade of modern social scientists. The historical documents themselves usually
omit the information one most wants because the information was of no inter-
est to contemporary chroniclers. Jean Froissart’s multivolume history of the
Hundred Years’ War describes many a tournamentpasdd’ armeslike the
famous one fought by Boucicaut at St. Inglevert in 1389, without saying any-
thing at all about the spectators. When they mentioned in ancient, medi-

eval, Renaissance, or early modern documents, they are, of course, men-
tioned in ways historically appropriate to the age. Tertullian was obsessed by
the religious faith but not with the age, sex, race, or social class of the Ro-
mans who thronged the Flavian amphitheater; Ulrich von Liechtenstein had a
great deal to say about the damsels and ladies whose favor he sought and
before whom he jousted, but it is unlikely that even the cleverest historian
with the most sophisticated computer program can tease from his text any
quantified data about rates of participation in thirteen-century sports.

These are cautionary remarks. It is difficult to discuss modern spectators and
doubly difficult to speak of them in the past. Nonetheless, if one gathers infor-
mation from a variety of sources and interprets it carefully, one can say a great
deal.Diligentia vincit (almost)omnia.

I
Greek and Roman Sports Spectators

In light of the philhellenism which characterizes most modern scholarship,
one must be careful of the temptation simply to announce that the Greeks were
participants in sports while the Romans were merely spectators, but there is
evidence to indicate that this was indeed the case. Physical excellence was
part of the Greek ethos. Homer tells that Odysseus, washed ashore among the
Phaiakians, was insulted by the allegation, “You are no athlete.” Odysseus
resents the insult and is eager to demonstrate his prowess. Xenophon relates
that Socrates met a physically undeveloped youth and promptly rebuked him,

“. . . what a disgrace it is for a man to grow old without ever seeing the
beauty and the strength of which his body is capabW® cannot know from

such anecdotes, nor from the Olympic and Pythian odes of Pindar, how many
Greeks actually lived up to their ideals of physical excellence, but the archeo-
logical evidence suggests that sports were as important a part in Greek life as
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politics or drama. Pausanias assured his readers thatmlerworthy of the

name had its gymnasium along with the agora and the tfeatdeast 126
Greek cities had gymnasia. Pergamon had at least five; Athens had nine public
gymnasia and many private ore§acilities for spectators were originally
constructed near holy places, which was appropriate to the cultic aspects of
early Greek athletic festivals. The first Olympic contests probably took place
on leveled ground near the altars of Zeus and Hera; earth removed in the pro-
cess was formed into an embankment for the spectators. It was not until the
sixth century B.C. that the first stadium was constructed at Olythfiacept

for a few officials, the spectators sat or stood upon the ground, as they did in
most stadia of the classical era. (The stone seats familiar to modern tourists
are from Hellenistic and Roman times, as was the Leonidaion, constructed to
house wealthy or politically important visitors to the gafipsn classic and
Hellenistic times, cities tended to build their stadia adjacent to the gymnasia,
which strongly suggests a close connection between active and passive partic-
ipation in sports’

The nature of the athletic role is in itself indicative of the relation between
doing and watching. Except in militaristic Sparta and in Plato’s ideal republic,
modelled in part upon Sparta, athletics were usually for male citizens, whose
physical perfection interested the Greeks more than women’s beaufy did.
Women and slaves were, accordingly, excluded from participation in the sa-
cred athletic festivals at Olympia, Delphi, Korinth, and Nemea. Except for
the priestess of Demeter, married women, if not all women, were forbidden to
attend the Olympic games even as spectatorge cannot conclude that all

the throng of spectators consisted of men who were themselves active ath-
letes, but we can be sure that the women excluded from watching were also
excluded from participating.

There is evidence to indicate that professional athletes, i.e., men whose only
occupation was athletic competition, came to dominate Greek athletic festi-

vals, at least numerically. In time, Greek culture accepted even gladiatorial

games fought by slaves, which certainly violated classical ideas about social
roles, but this was a late development explained by Roman influence. “Greek
society was ill with a sickness spread from Rome. It was an instance of the
romanization of the Greek world"®

Did the romanization of Greece include the development of the unruly mob of
spectators, whom Juvenal dismissed with his referencgatem et cir-

censes? For that matter, were Greek spectators an unruly lot even in the
classic and Hellenistic periods? We know that the Olympic games were occa-
sions for oratory and for poetry, that Herodotus read his history of the Persian
wars from the rear portico of the temple of Zeus and that Thucydides heard
him and was presumably inspired to go and do likeWisejt we have no
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warrant to assume that the atmosphere was quietly literary. Olympia and Del-
phi, with their temples and altars and victors’ statues, were sacred sites, but
we cannot assume that the Greek spectators behaved with the hushed awe of
the modern visitor. Upon the fragment of a vase in the National Museum in
Athens, we see the spectators responding with waving arms to the chariot
races held in honor of Patroklos (Book XXIII of thiad).” The mere fact

that those in charge of the management of the games employed assistants who
kept disorderly spectators under control implies a need for imposed re-
straint’®

Epictetus used attendance at the Olympic games as a metaphor for stress and
dures&’ and Dio Chrysostom spoke in an oration of the Alexandrian cfowd,

When they enter the stadium, it is as though they had found a cache of drugs; they forget them-
selves completely, and shamelessly say and do the first thing that occurs to them. . . . At the
games you are under the influence of some maniacal drug; it is as if you could not watch the
proceedings in a civilized fashion. . . . When you enter the stadium, who could describe the yells
and uproar, the frenzy, the switches of color and expression in your faces, and all the curses you
give vent to?

Dio’s passion matches that of Tertullian or the modern moralist appalled by
mob behavior, but the question remains: have historians been justified in cit-
ing Epictetus on second-century Olympia and Dio on second-century Alexan-
dria as evidence for the habits of spectators who lived six or seven hundred
years earlie? We are told that “Crowds at ancient Games were as partisan,
as volatile, and as excitable as at any other period of*fifBat that is pre-

cisely what needs to be established. It may be that the atmosphere in second-
century Alexandria was unlike that of fifth-century Olympia (or Athens or
Syracuse).

It is, in any event, very true that Roman were different from Greek sports. In
the first place, the Romans tended to practice physical exercises rather than
sports. It was not the activity for its own sake that attracted them as much as
its ulterior purpose, usually militaf.In general, there was hostility to Greek
agones”® Horace reacted typically when he scornfully contrasted Greek
sports to “rough Roman drill{Satires, I, ii). Of the athletic events that were

a basic aspect of Hellenic civilization, the Romans were attracted mostly by
wrestling, boxing, and the brutphnkration,which combined wrestling and
boxing in a fierce and occasionally mortal confSaEhe sports for which the
Roman are rightly remembered are chariot races and gladiatorial games, both
spectator sports. While Greek literature tells us next to nothing about the spec-
tators, Latin history and poetry are rich in references, mostly derogatory.

There can be no question about the division of roles into performer and spec-
tator. Charioteers were as popular as the athletic heroes of the twentieth cen-



tury, but their social status was low. Although some emperors, like Caligula
and Nero, sought to humiliate senators and knights (equites) by forcing them
into the arena, although Nero emulated professionals and actually drove his
own chariot in competitive races, Augustus “sought to enhaintes and
pietasby preserving the dignity of senators and knights, whose participation
he forbad.”®’ Gladiators were occasionally drawn from the class of free men
who volunteered to fight in the arena, but they were generally condemned
criminals or prisoners of war. The Latin poets are almost always condemna-
tory when they mention the occasional member of an aristocratic family who
entered the arena. In other words, the Greek division into free men who par-
ticipated and slaves who watched was turned upside down so that the citizen
became the observer and the slave performed.

The function of the games was originally religious (gladiatorial combats were
instituted as part of funeral rit®% but the munera became secular and politi-
cal. They were, “even in the later Republic, the best means of purchasing
popular favor, and, under the Empire, of keeping the populace contefited,”
which was, of course, the point of Juvenal's satiric reference to bread and
circuses? In other words, public policy encouraged the division between par-
ticipants and spectators.

Roman games were nothing if not spectacular. The more important of them
lasted from daybreak to sunset. The number of participants still impresses the
modern imagination. Claudius sponsored a naval battle in 52 A.D. in which
19,000 “Sicilian” and “Rhodian” warriors are said to have clashed upon an
artificial lake®" Trajan’s Dacian victories were celebrated not only with the
column that still stands in the Roman Forum but also with the struggles of
10,000 animals and the same number of gladidfoFeie number of specta-

tors was unsurpassed until the twentieth century. Rome’s Circus Maximus
was extended and enlarged until it held 250,000, a sizable fraction of the en-
tire urban population. In comparison, the Colosseum held a mere 58,000.
Social hierarchy took spatial forms. The emperor Claudius provided special
seats for senators at the Circus Maximus; Nero provided them for kriights.
Contrary to Greek custom, men and women sat together. Indeed, sometimes
they used the spectacle as an opportunity for sexual adventure Amthres,

Ovid describes the amorous possibilities of the Circus Maximus:

You watch the races, and | watch you—what a wonderful system!
Each of us feasting our eyes on the delights that we Prize.

When we read that the arena at Pompeii lured the audience with promises of
vela et sparsione@wnings and perfumed sprays), we are apt to think both of
the contrasting primitive accommodations at Olympia and of the similarly
luxurious boxes available in our modern domed st&dia.
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Ancient fans took their roles seriously and avidly followed the fortunes of the
Blues and the Greens, the Reds and the Whites. In Juvenal’'siords,

The Circus has captured Rome. The roar that beats on my eardrums
Tells me the Green has won; for you'd see the city in mourning
Otherwise, stricken dumb as after the battle of Cannae

When consuls lay low in the dust.

In the Satyriconof Petronius, one of Trimalchio’s guests complains of a poor
gladiatorial show and looks forward to a better one, including “a girl who
fights from a chariot.*® Pliny the Younger, an informed if not enthusiastic
spectator, suggests that the fans often judged the charioteers’ performance
crassly*®

| can find nothing new or different in [the races]: once seen is enough, so it surprises me all the
more that so many thousands of adult men should have such a childish passion for watching
galloping horses and drivers standing in chariots, over and over again. If they were attracted by
the speed of the horses or the drivers’ skill, one could account for it, but in fact it is the racing-
colours they really support and care about, and if the colours were to be exchanged in mid-course
during a race, they would transfer their favour and enthusiasm and rapidly desert the famous
drivers and horses whose names they shout as they recognize them from afar. Such is the popular-
ity and importance of a worthless shirt.

A funerary inscription for the oil-dealer Crescens informs survivors that he
was a Blue and a Thracian, i.e., a partisan of one of the two main charioteer
factions and of the Thracian style of gladidtbCrescens was a slave, but
even a patron of the arts like Maecenas displayed a gossipy curiosity about
individual gladiators and St. Augustine’s disciple Alypius suffered a setback
when he ventured into the amphitheatre and was overébme:

For so soon as he saw that blood, he therewith drunk down savageness; nor turned away, but fixed
his eye, drinking in frenzy, unawares, and was delighted with that guilty fight, and intoxicated
with the bloody pastime. Nor was he now the man he came [in as], but one of the throng he
[joined].

His momentary paroxysm was, however, milder than that of a certain Felix
Rufus, whose grief at the death of his favorite charioteer caused him to fling
himself upon the burning funeral pyte.

Small wonder that intensity of this degree led to tumults and disorders which
were condemned by pagan as well as by Christian writers. Of the games given
by Julius Caesar to celebrate the end of the civil wars, Suetonius*rote,

Such huge numbers of visitors flocked to these shows from all directions that many of them had to
sleep in tents pitched along the streets or roads, or on roof tops; and often the pressure of the
crowds crushed people to death. The victims included two senators.
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When spectators from Pompeii and Nuceria began to fight among themselves,
reports Tacitus, the city of Pompeii lost for an entire decade the right to stage
games' In 390 A.D., the arrest of a favorite charioteer touched off riots that
end4(53d only when Theodosius | had the army slaughter thousands of the riot-
ers.

It has long been maintained that the Roman and especially the Byzantine spec-
tators were a political and religious force. The Blue and Green circus factions
have been described as political supporters of one or another emperor and as
religious zealots committed to orthodox or to monophysite Christianity. Meti-
culous modern research has thoroughly discredited this interpretation, but
revisionist scholarship leaves untouched the picture of a sport-intoxicated po-
pulace whose most fanatical fans were a constant threat to public order despite
their relatively small numbéP. It has been estimated that the hard core of the
most committed fans were organized into temnesf 900 (Blues) and 1,500
(Greens), each led bydemarch?’ Although modern sociologists note a ten-
dency for “soccer hooliganism” and other instances of spectator violence to
originate in lower-class resentment, this correlation of low social status and
mob behavior seems not to have held in ancient Constantinople. “. . . what-
ever differences in behaviour and even social class there may have been, par
tisans of both colours really moved in much the same world: young men with
time on their hands—th@unesse doréeather than a representative cross
section of the whole populatidf.

Neither social privilege nor lack of direct involvement in political and reli-
gious controversy prevented the circus factions from causing an immense
amount of trouble. Constantinople’s original Hippodrome was built of wood,
but, after rioters had set the tiers on fire in 491, 498, 507, and 532, Justinian
began reconstruction in marifelt was apparently common in the fifth and
sixth centuries for the imperial guard to be called upon to put down faction
riots. In the worst of the disorders, the famous Nika revolt of 532 A.D.,
30,000 were killed® Of the citizens who defended the city of Antioch against
the Persians in the year 540, Procopius remarks that they “used to fight each
other in the hippodrome™ The resemblance of Byzantine tumults to the
wild celebrations of twentieth-century fans is uncanny; after a victory by one
of their faction, the famed Porphyrius, the Greens “erupted into a violence
that consumed all comers. . >?’Although historians no longer believe that

the Blues and the Greens placed emperors upon the throne and toppled them
off again, almost at will, there is every reason to continue to believe that their
passionate partisanship was a constant problem for imperial authority. One is
tempted to say that the circus factions, blocked from or perhaps uninterested
in opportunities to participate in sports, made a sport of rioting.
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I
Medieval and Renaissance Spectators

Although medieval spectators were often unruly and sometimes riotous, the
evidence | have thus far gathered indicates that their disorders never ap-
proached the level of tumult exhibited by Byzantine fans. The explanation for

a lower level of violence lies partly in the much smaller scale of medieval
sports. The grandest tournaments and the most successfully promoted archery
contests were diminutive compared to the chariot races of Rome, Alexandria,
Antioch, and Constantinople. A second reason may be that the social gap be-
tween the participant’s role and the spectator's was considerably narrower
than in imperial Rome.

Since the sports of the Middle Ages tended to be specific to classes or to what
one sports historian prefers to dadbenskreisé’ it is reasonable to look at
sports spectators in three categories—in relation to the sports of the nobility,
the bourgeoisie, and the peasantry. Although each of the three groups occa-
sionally imitated the contests of the others (there were even tournaments of
peasants staged for the amusement of the nobiilithiere was nonetheless a
clear distinction among classes which assigned folk games like medieval soc-
cer to the peasantry, crossbow contests to the middle-class burgher, and tour-
naments to the knights and squires. It is typical of the state of historical schol-
arship in general that we know relatively little of the first category, more of
the second, and most about the third, with which | shall begin.

For the medieval knight, the line between tournament and battlefield, between
mock and real warfare, was thin and often transgressed. “Games resembled
war and war resembled game¥.This was Jusserand’s opinion, put forth in
1901. The most detailed of recent studies of knighthood concludes that “tour-
naments began as mimic wars in the 12th century; wars take on the appear-
ance of mimic tournaments in pages of Froissart in the 14th céhtline
warlike features of the tournament were especially pronounced in the 12th
century when the typical tournament was a melee composed of parties of
knights fighting simultaneously, capturing each other, seeking not only glory
but also ransoms. Small wonder that is was said of a twelfth-century tourna-
ment, “the fracas was such that God's thunder couldn’t have been Héard.”

“It was unregulated, it was not a spectacle, and there was little in the way of
romantic chivalry attached to i£® Since the tournament was not intended
primarily as a spectacle, there was little provision for spectators. The typical
site was a meadow or field. “The contests seem to have been in open country,
featured perhaps with little woods, a bridge and a st8afftere was one
anticipation of the latetices closes-the recet or place of refuge, where
knights were safe from pursdft.Those who did come to watch were likely to

be knights who might suddenly, with no prior notice, decide to join the melee.
This was indeed the frequently employed ruse of Phillip, count of Flanders,
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who waited on the sidelines until there was opportunity to swoop down upon
some exhausted combattant and bear him off for ransom. (On at least one
occasion the tables were turned and the famed twelfth-century knight-errant
William Marshal delayed his entry into the tournament until he saw a chance
to capture Count Phillip") Combats of this unregulated sort were apt to be
deadly. At Neuss in 1240, 60 were kill&dThe violence was not always
restricted to the field of combat. “In 1288 knights, disguised as monks and
priests, took part in a tournament and then continued their sport with a violent
robbery of the merchants of St. Botolph’s mark&.Ih the course of time,

from the twelfth to the sixteenth century, as society itself became less warlike,
tournaments became increasingly regulated, safer, less warlike, more pageant
and less conte&t. The tumultuous battles of old, with horses galloping across
fields and through villages, was gradually transformed into an elegant sport,
into a spectacle where crowds of glittering aristocrats gathered, where ‘la
grand[e] beauté de France’ was on display in all its grdtdHe joust be-
tween two knights became the typical form of encounter rather than the wild
clash of groups. Weapons were “rebated” to prevent serious injury. By the
sixteenth century, opponents were usually separated by wooden barriers
(“tilts™) so that head-on collisions were impossible. Since knights passed left
arm to left arm, with lances held in the right hand, their weapons struck their
opponents’ shields at an oblique angle, which made it quite unlikely for a
sixteenth-century knight to be unhorsed. (Jousts were usually determined by
the number of splintered lances.)

Although it may be difficult for twentieth-century scholars to accept a trend
apparently contrary to that of our own day, the spectator'sincleasedas

the sport became tamer and more civilized. The importance of the tournament
as a spectacle can be seen in the increasingly lengthy “lead time” between the
announcement and the occurrance of a tournament. The impromptu joust
never disappeared, but the grander tournaments, like modern championships,
required months of preparation. For the famous combat at Smithfield in 1467,
the challenge was issued two years before the principals finally engaged one
another’® The growing importance of the spectators changed the nature of the
site as well as the time needed for preparations. Stands and pavilions were
constructed for the benefit of the spectators, with all the expected gradations
by class. By the sixteenth century, the lists “were surrounded by gaily co-
loured tents and stands were crowded with spectaférat'the tournament at
Smithfield in 1467, there were galleries for ladies and a separate building for
the mayor and the other dignitaries of London; the stands for knights and
squires and others of the nobility rose in three tiers, topped by the king's
box 8 When the site of the tournament allowed, spectators crowded into the
windows and even upon the roofs of adjacent buildings, as can be seen in an
early sixteenth-century miniature by Simon Berfihg.

These accommodations appear clearly in medieval art, where the spectators,
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especially the ladies and damsels, appear in the background but drawn almost
as large as the clashing knights of the foreground. Literature is an even more
useful source of information about tournament spectators. Generalizing about
the twelfth-century tournament as it appears in the romances of Chrétien de
Troyes and Ulrich von Zatzikhoven, one early authority remarked, with some
slight distortion of the truth, that the spectators were not a “conspicuous fea-
ture at a tourney; they are not mentionedtiec, Cligégboth by Chrétien],

or theLanzelet[of Ulrich]. . . .”"® As early as the twelfth century, however,
Wolfram von Eschenbach’Barzival contained lengthy comments on King
Arthur and other royalty hastening with many hundreds of accompanying
damsels to see the joust between Gawan and Gramétlatmy realistically
Wolfram wrote is hard to say. One nineteenth-century authority assures us
that the tournament of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is preserved “in its
most ideal form” in the poems of Wolfram and of Ulrich von Liechtenstein,

but there is fantasy enough in these poems, especiabharirival, to justify
skepticism about their historicitize Clef d’ Amorsa thirteenth-century adap-
tation of Ovid’'sArs Amatoria,is characterized by such mundane detail that
there is little reason to doubt its testimony to the early popularity of the tour-
nament as a spectator sport. To a young man eager for seduction, the narrator
remarks, “All kinds of people come to view / This knightly sport, so why not
you?” The crowd includes lovely women as well as tournament Buffs:

These tourneys, | repeat, provide

A fitting field for you who would
Learn the delights of womanhood.
For many a fancy wench abounds
Round and about the tilting grounds;
Gaily they flock from far and near.

Although we must remain uncertain about the exact moment when the melee
was tamed into a spectator sport, we have a great deal of evidence about its
transformation into a pageant. Telling of the entry of Queen Isabelle into Paris
in 1389, Froissart emphasizes the pageantry. When 1,200 burgesses accom-
pany the queen from St. Denis into the city, when damsels chorus their
praises, when an allegorical castle is constructed at Chatelet with a figure of
St. Anne lying upon a bed, with twelve young maidens wandering among
symbolic animals (a hart, a lion, an eagle symbolizing vulnerability and two
forms of protective strength), when an effigy of Saladin’s castle appears, to be
attacked and defended by real knights, it is clear that the demonstration of
knightly prowess has been overshadowed by the spectacle in which it has been
embedded? At the famousPas de la Bergéravhich René d’ Anjou staged at
Tarascon in 1449, there was a thatched cottage occupied by a “shepherdess”
and knights disguised as shepherds riding forth from pavilions disguised as
cottages; the combat was “almost . . . an afterthou@hiRéné’s Traicté de

la Forme et Devis d’ ung Tourndy a compulsively detailed etiquette book
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regulating exits and entrances, proper verbal formulae, and appropriate
dress’® Little is said of the clash of weapons. At tRas de I'Arbre d’ Orat
Bruges in 1468, “the tournament had become a vehicle for fantastic, even
prodigal, artistic expression’” A brief quotation from a long description il-

lustrates this fac®

There were two entrances to the lists, one painted with a golden tree from which was suspended a
real golden hammer, the other built with two towers which were filled with trumpeters during the
contests. Opposite the ladies’ seats was planted a pine tree with gilded trunk—the Tree of Gold
itself—and a so-callegerronwith three pillars which served as a stage for Arbre d’Or Pursui-
vant, his dwarf, and the captive giant.

The ceremony was, of course, as elaborate as the stage set. When the Duke of
Buckingham staged a tournament at Westminster in 1501, the English showed
themselves capable of emulating their Burgundian mentors in these matters.
The pageant cars—like modern Rose Bowl floats—were a phantasmagoria of
dwarves, giants, wild men, mountains, and allegorical animals (including a
unicorn who, quite conventionally, placed his head upon a virgin's lap). The
actual tilting, however, was “inept’® Perhaps the most interesting tourna-
ment to illustrate the transformation from sport to spectacle was that held by
Henry VIII in 1511 to celebrate the birth of a son by Catharine of Aragon.
Within the vast allegorical pageant, Henry himself appeared as “Ceure loy-
all” while his fellow challengers, Sir Thomas Knyvet, Sir William Cour-
tenay, and Sir Edward Neville, appeared as “Vailliaunt desyre,” “Bone vo-
loyr,” and “Joyous panser” (i.e., Loyal Heart, Valliant Desire, Good Will,
and Happy Thought). Perhaps the most revealing insight into the relationship
of pageantry to sport is contained in the thirty-six vellum membranes of the
Great Tournament Roll of Westminsf8rThe Roll is a pictorial representa-

tion of the tournament. The first membrane contains a heraldic device; the last
contains another device and also a poem. Membranes 24-27 show Henry VIII
tilting before the pavilion in which the queen sits; the remaining 30 mem-
branes picture the entry and exit processions.

In time, literary myth exerted its influence upon what had once been a fiercely
martial sport and the bloody struggles of the melee were transformed into dra-
matic re-enactments of the adventures of King Arthur and the knights of the
Round Table, with ingeniously gorgeous stage-sets for the eager impersona-
tions of Lancelot and Tristram, Gawain and Percival, Guinevere and Morgan
la Fay®" When King René of Anjou played Arthur and his consort took the
part of Guinevere, it is quite unlikely that either was in any danger. It was a
moment if not an age of romance, and sport had completely disappeared into
spectacle.

The sports spectators of Roman and Byzantine times were men more often
than women if for no other reason than the traditional Roman emphasis upon
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the domestic role of wife and mother. Women were seldom present at the
savage melees of the twelfth century. The long biography of William Mar-
shal, perhaps the most famous English knight of the century, was written
shortly after his death. It describes his involvement in a dozen tournaments
but mentions female spectators at only one of tffelinwomen were present,

they were clearly not the focus of concern, but the increase in pageantry coin-
cided and interacted with the rise of romantic chivalry and the cult of courtly
love. In the poetic and the prose romance, from Chrétien de Troyes in the
twelfth century to Sir Thomas Malory in the fifteenth, convention called upon
the knight to serve his lady. What better way visually to demonstrate one’s
dedication than to carry on the fight before her very eyes? Small wonder that
the lady, sitting in her pavilion, lapdog beside her upon an embroidered
cushion, became the center of the artist's as well as the combattant’s atten-
tion. Thus is she pictured in the tapedteyDame & la Licorn& Writing of a
tournament held in 1389, the poet Eustache Des Champs, asks his knightly
protagonist to “look sweetly at the angels of paradise” sitting in the stands.
Beyond a doubt, men who had themselves fought in the lists were the most
informed spectators, but the interest of the women seems to have been height-
ened immeasurably by the fact tifa¢ir champions were in the lists.

The men and women who sat in the pavilions were members of the ruling
class. That others were anxious to watch is proven by chronicle and romance.
The tournament which excluded the lower orders from the ranks of spectators
as well as from the lists seems to have been rare. When Antoine, the Bastard
of Burgundy, accepted the challenge of Anthony Woodville, Lord Scales, the
city of London seems to have been as excited as a modern metropolis hosting
a world championship. When the long-expected tournament took place at
Smithfield in the spring of 1467, a public holiday was proclaimed and
commoners unable to crowd into the enclosure climbed trees to obtain a
glimpse of the marvelous pageantry and the rather disappointing cdtbats.
At the tournament held in 1501 to celebrate the birth of Prince Arthur, son of
Henry VII, there was a charge for admission, but attendance was far from
ruined, and a contemporary chronicler reported of the standing-room-only
throng that there “was nothing to the eye but only visages and faces, without
appearance of their bodi&sThat the Renaissance tournament lost none of its
appeal can be inferred from a print of 1570 which depicts the fateful joust in
1559 in which Henri Il lost his life. In order to observe the tournament held in
the square in front of the “ancien hotel royal des Tournelles” in the Quartier
Saint-Antoine of Paris, the spectators filled the stands, crowded into the win-
dows of the buildings fronting the square, and even clambered up to perch like
birds upon the rooftop¥. That medieval tournaments provided entertainment
for the entire populace can be seen in literatue as well. In his comic poem
FrauendienstUlrich von Liechtenstein sends the rebuffed lover, to whom he
gives his own name, off to fight a whole series of tournaments in honor of the
aloof and disdainful lady. At the first of them, the whole town turn€but:
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| tell the truth when | declare

so many folks were gathered there
there wasn't any open space

in all Treviso, not a place

where we could joust or that allowed
our steeds to gallop through the crowd.
We met upon a bridge at last

but even there were people massed.

The joust is delayed until the magistrate can clear at least some of the specta-
tors away. Sir Thomas Malory’s account of a tournament alleged to have oc-
curred centuries earlier, in the interregnum that followed the death of Uther
Pendragon, reveals Malory’s fifteenth-century assumptions about the popular-
ity of the sport. Malory tells how the young and unknown Arthur was sent
home to bring the sword forgotten by Sir Kay. The house was absolutely de-
serted becauseveryonehad gone to see the tournament (and Arthur inno-
cently fetches the only sword he sees, the one that he pulls from a stone,
thereby proving himself Britain’s rightful kin@f.

With crowds of spectators came the problem of crowd control. Although no
sports event of the entire Middle Ages seems to have approached the level of
violence reached by the more destructive Byzantine riots, there was reason
enough for the gallant young man to worry about the comfort if not the safety
of his female companion; as the narratot_afClef d’ Amorsadvised’’

Shield her from tread of trampling feet.
Be on your guard, as well, to soften
Those jostling jolts that, all too often,
Come from people sitting near.

There were frequent outbreaks of a more serious nature. The chronicler Mat-
thew Paris wrote in hiklistoria Anglorumof the ill will between the English

and their opponents at a tournament in Rochester in 1151, “Crevit igitur ira et
odium inter Anglos et alienegas™'At a tournament held at Chalons in 1274,
Edward | was illegally seized by the Comte de Chalons, whom he had chal-
lenged, and a riot broke out in which several people were Ril€d.prevent

such bloodshed, strict rules were promulgated. $tetuta Armorumpub-

lished by an English committee in the late thirteenth century, reveals a high
degree of worry about spectator violence. “And they who shall come to see
the Tournament, shall not be armed with any Manner of Armour, and shall
bear no Sword, or Dagger, or Staff, or Mace, or Stone. . Since the
danger to the noble participants was considerable even in the late medieval
and Renaissance tournament, controlling the spectators was seldom the pri-
mary worry.

Although the tournament lingered on into the seventeenth century, the most
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typical sports event of the later Middle Ages was the archery contest. Among
the oldest and most widely practiced of human activities, archery gradually
detached itself from considerations of utility such as warfare and hunting and
had become a more or less autotelic sport by the early fourteenth century,
when the earliest guilds of crossbowmen were fourfdeédodern research
seems to have established the fact that late medieval crossbow guilds were not
primarily military or police units. Although their members were a welcome
cadre for urban defense in times of crisis when all citizens were summoned to
man the city’s walls, the guilds were organized as such because middle-class
burghers enjoyed the sport. Ironically, guild membership sometimes ex-
empted one from the night watch.

Although the shooting guilds were manifestations of middle-class life, there
were subtle distinctions of hierarchy among them. The crossbowmen, whose
patron was frequently St. George, were of relatively high status; they were
officials, merchants, and sometimes even members of the nobility. The long-
bowmen, under the patronage of St. Sebastian, tended to be of the same social
groups but to be somewhat less affluent; they were often from the villages
rather than the larger towns. Last of all in the procession marched the nou-
veaux-riches with their firearms, with images of St. BarBatais likely that

each of the groups took at least a spectator’s interest in the feats of the others.

As crossbow guilds spread in the fourteenth century from Artois, Brabant,
Flanders, and Picardy to northern France and to all of Germany, their annual
meets, theSchitzenfestdyecame major festivals combining sports, drunken-
ness, pageantry, buffoonery, banquets, and dances. Since archery guilds were
usually restricted in membership, e.g., that of Abbeville was limited to 50
regular and 25 “associate” membéPfsfestivals were frequently occasions

for many to watch while few performed. With a complicated instrument like
the crossbow, one can be fairly certain that not all of those who took part as
spectators were familiar with the fine points of the sport, but the least percep-
tive of peasants must have understood enough to have appreciated the differ-
ence between a hit and a miss, to have rejoiced when one of the local favorites
hit the wooden bird customarily used as a target in the archers’ rites of spring.

As was the case with tournaments, there was a tendency for the printed an-
nouncements of a competition to be broadcast ever more widely and for the
great shooting festivals to be announced many months in advance. For a
match in Augsburg in 1509, invitations were issued seven months in ad-
vance?’ Shorter notice than for the Smithfield tournament of 1467 but long
enough to allow for elaborate preparations.

Exactly as with tournaments, the element of pageantry, which by definition
shifts the focus from the event itself to the event's effect upon the beholder,
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became increasingly important. Just as the antics and convivialities associated
with a modern college football game can become more salient than the game
itself, the rituals surrounding a major shooting match often overshadowed the
achievements of the archers or musketeers. The most memorable occurrence
at Strassburg’s famous match of May 1342 was not the demonstration of toxo-
philic skill but the bravado delivery of a kettle of porridge brought by water to
win a wager and successfully transported from Zurich to the host city in nine-
teen hours. In the literature and the art commemorating the match, the kettle
of warm porridge looms larger than the achievements of the conte¥tayts.

the early seventeenth century, elaborate processions were common and wood-
cuts and other means of graphic representation show in loving detail who
marched where and what they looked fike.

Reports about spectator violence have escaped my notice, but a certain
amount of rowdy behavior must have been expected Pritechenkénigap-
parently combined the roles of policeman and poet-laureate; he was expected
to keep order and also to provide festive vet&®€n at least one occasion, at
NuUmberg in 1614, the crowds attending the prize ceremony were so dense
that the awards had to be handed out over their heads to the archers who were
unable to reach the platform of honor. Good humor, however, seems to have
prevailed:’!

Since historians have traditionally emphasized the deeds of the high and the
mighty rather than the “uneventful” lives of the lowly, we know more about
the tournaments of the nobility and tBehitzenfestef the bourgeoisie than
about the athletic pastimes of the peasantry. We know that some peasants ran
and jumped and threw and wrestled and that others watched and cheered
them, but a paucity of information makes any speculation about active and
passive roles difficult in the extreme. The folk-sport about which we are best
informed is the medieval ballgame which eventually evolved into soccer,
rugby, and American football.

In the course of centuries, this sport changed from wild melees almost as dan-
gerous as the early medieval tournament to ruled and regulated contests, but
the process was not completed until long after the waning of the Middle Ages.
Football games of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were tumultuous af-
fairs usually played at Shrovetide or Easter and related more or less closely to
the religious ceremonies celebrating spring’s rebirth. In the words of one
modern scholar, the participants in the gamsoofe,the French form of the
sport, battled over the ball “like dogs battling for a boh®.Writing of Brit-

ish folk-games, a pair of British scholars, describe them as “savage brawls”
engendering “excitement akin to that aroused in balftfeThat the British
version of folk football did not become appreciably more civilized with the
arrival of the Renaissance is suggested by Sir Thomas Elyot's condemnation
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in The Governou(1537) of the “beastly fury, and extreme violence” of the
game™® Even James I, famed for his defense of the legitimacy of English
sports against the Puritans, wished to discourage his subjects from indulging
in the game of football because it was “meeter for maiming than making able
the [players] thereof. . .'®

In its medieval heyday, the sport was seldom the occasion for violent out-
bursts of spectator violence because there were generally no spectators as
such. When village competed against village, kicking, throwing, and carrying
the ball across fields and through narrow streets, everyone was involved—
male and female, adult and child, rich and poor, laity and clergy. In a situa-
tion of this sort, everyone is a, participant. In the terms of modern sociology,
there is “the absence . . . of a clearly defined and strictly maintained distinc-
tion between players’ and spectators’ rolé®’A comic illustration of this
annihilation of “role separation” appears in a contemporary account of
“knappen” (a folk-game similar to medieval footbalfy’

Neither may there be any looker on at this game, but all must be actors, for so is the custom and
courtesy of the play, for [anyone] that comes with a purpose only to see the game . . . is made a
player. . ..

This is one way to make certain that the fans do not disturb the game.

Gradually, British football—the variety which we know the most about—
became somewhat tamer and more civilized. Simultaneously, it underwent
the process of modernization which specializes roles and separates the player
from the spectator. The citizens of London seem to have reached this stage of
differentiation in the late twelfth century, at a time when rural versions of the
game were still wildly unregulated affairs. At Carneval, the young men of the
city went into the surrounding fields to play ball and their elders watched. In
the words of William fitz Stephet??

seniors and the fathers and the wealthy magnates of the city come on horseback to watch the
contests of the younger generation, and in their turn recover their lost youth: the motions of their
natural heat seem to be stirred in them at the mere sight of such strenuous activity and by their part
in the joys of unbridled youth.

Some authorities feel that one civilizing influence upon British football was
the Renaissance gentleman’s penchant for Italian travel and his consequent
discovery of the aristocratic Italian football gamecafcio®® This sport was
particularly popular in the sixteenth century, when Giovanni de’ Bardi wrote
his Discorso sopra il Gioco del Calcio Fiorentind580). Early commenta-

tors referred t@alcio as abattaglialike Siena’sil ginoco della pugnabut the
sixteenth-century version of the game was a highly regulated contest played
by teams of 27 on a rectangular field exactly twice as long as it was wide.
(The Piazza di Santo Spirito in Florence was a favorite place to play.) Partici-
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pation was strictly regulated. The contestants, wrote de’ Bardi, should be
“gentlemen, from eighteen years of age to forty-five, beautiful and vigorous,
of gallant bearing, and of good report. . . .” He urged also that every gentle-
man-player should wear “goodly raiment and seemly, well fitting and hand-
some.™° The reason he gave is precisely that which one expects—the par-
ticipants must make a good impression upon the spectators. After all, “the
fairest ladies of the City and the principal gentlemen are there, to look upon
the game; and he who appears badly clad makes but an ill show*'! . .”
Good looks and “goodly raiment” obviously contribute to the sports specta-
cle, to the show. It is an aspect of spectator sports which remains with us.

In the case otalcio, the strict bifurcation into players’ and spectators’ roles
appears to have occurred simultaneously with what Norbert Elias refers to as
the “civilizing process.*'? Although Italian sports of the Renaissance were
frequently accompanied by disorders, the strict rulesatufio acted to restrain

the players just as the spread of norms of civility helped to tame the specta-
tors. When internalized codes were inadequate to prevent outbursts of pas-
sion, officials stepped in, on the playing field and off. One aspect of restraint
was apparently the Renaissance equivalent of the cops. A contemporary print
showing the commencement of a game of football in the Piazza di Sante
Croce in Florence depicts the church and its square, the surrounding build-
ings, the rectangular playing field and the stands (divided into a pavilion for
honored guests and “bleachers” for the less favored), and, surrounding the
low fence which marked off the playing field, a series of pikefign.

1]
Conclusions

Can one generalize about the relation ship between the distinction of the spec-
tators’ role and the level of violence associated with sports? Only with great
difficulty. The relationship between spectators’ role and violence is bound to
be affected by many other factors, including the nature of the sport itself
(some are intrinsically more violent than others), the social class which plays
or watches the game (middle-class players and fans tend to demonstrate more
self-restraint than their less advantaged counterparts), national character
(Danes are less prone to riot than Mexicans), and the historical context (the
Renaissance is usually considered to be a gentler age than the Carolingian
period). Given the complexity of the sociological equation, it is probably
quixotic for us to seek any kind of simple law. Specifically, there is no reason
to conclude on the basis of our present evidence that role specialization in
sports is invariably or even usually associated with a decrease in violence.
Byzantine fans of Porphyrius the charioteer probably participated in few
sports and certainly did not drive chariots; Londoners who watched Lord
Scales battle the Bastard of Burgundy may have participated in archery or in
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some other sport, but they were not likely to have fought a joust. In respect to
chariot races and to tournaments, both were specialized into the spectator’s
role, but one group was frequently and the other rarely given to outbursts of
sports-related violence.

Nonetheless, it may be that there is a complicated sequence of relationships in
which a low level of regulation is associated with a low degree of role special-
ization and with a good deal of violence, by participants and by spectators.
The game of “knappen” is an illustration of this. In the development of the
sport, rules become more stringent in an attempt to control the violence of the
players. Simultaneously, the specialization of roles, both within and without
the game, becomes more marked, but the roles of player and spectator can
still be exchanged so that today’s observer is tomorrow’s participant. At this
point in the history of the sport, violence is minimized. At still another point,
however, the separation of roles becomes so extreme that spectators no longer
have any personal experience as players and no longer seek opportunities for
participation. Lacking experience as players, the spectators lack expertise as
well and now respond less to the fine points of technique and more to the
thrills-and-spills side of sports, including the thrill of physical violence. Since
the difference between victory and defeat is a crass one which requires no
sensitivity to the subtle aspects of the sport, the full-time spectator hungers for
victory, which, of course, encourages whatever on-the-field violence is neces-
sary for that happy outcome. When those who organize the sports events ac-
tively seek out spectators for political purposes, as in Roman and Byzantine
times, or for the monetary advantages that accrue to large attendance figures,
as in modern commercialized sports, there will be a tendency to emphasize
whatever makes the sport more attractive to the spectator who passes through
the turnstile or switches on the television. An interaction is set up which in-
creases the likelihood of violence on and off the ftéfd.

I am not yet ready to assert that a paradigm of this sort is actually valid, but |
offer it as an indication of the kind of knowledge that historians should, in
brave emulation of Arthur’s fearless knights, quest for.
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