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VIII.-Age-Classes in Spartan Education 

ALBERT BILLHEIMER 

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY 

The generally accepted interpretation of the age-classes of the Spartan educa- 
tional system assigns them to the eighth to twentieth years of life. The conflicting 
evidence of a gloss found in Strabo's Geography is invalid. The definitions of the 
Spartan classes in the new edition of Liddell and Scott should be revised. 

The problem of the nomenclature and the age-limits of the classes 
of the Spartan /yowyr, or educational system, seemed to reach a 
reasonable solution in the conclusions drawn by M. P. Nilsson' 
and H. Swoboda2 from inscriptional and literary evidence. Inscrip- 
tions3 furnish the names of some of the classes, a gloss4 on Herodotus 
9.85 gives the names and the sequence of the classes, and Plutarch5 
states that a Spartan boy entered the first class at the age of seven. 
Unfortunately these conclusions were not incorporated in the new 
edition of Liddell and Scott (Jones-McKenzie).6 More recently 
the subject has been further confused for the student by the evidence 
of another gloss7 - or another form of the above-mentioned gloss, 
found in Strabo's Geography. This gloss has been published and 
interpreted by Aubrey Diller.8 The purpose of this paper is to 
inquire whether the evidence of the gloss in Strabo affects the now 
generally accepted view, based upon the gloss in Herodotus, and to 
point out the inadequacy of the relevant definitions in Liddell and 
Scott. 

1 "Die Grundlagen des spartanischen Lebens," Klio 12 (1912) 308-325. 
2 In Miller, Handbuch der klassischen Altertumswissenschaft, 4.1.1.2 (ed. 3, 

Munchen, 1926) 696-697. 
3 IG 5l.252-356; H. J. W. Tillyard, "Inscriptions from the Artemisium," ABSA 

12 (1905-1906) 351-393, "Inscriptions," ibid. 13 (1906-1907) 174-196; A. M. Wood- 
ward, "Inscriptions," ibid. 14 (1907-1908) 74-103, 15 (1908-1909) 40-52. 

4 'Ev Trt3 'rpdCry Eiv&atcvr 6 iraSs cb1as KgaXeTrat, rTy SeUTcp 7rpoKOMLt6#evyos, rT rpirq 
ILLKtrb/AeVos, TOj rerapr Tirp6raLs, rcT 7rTTrrCo 7raTs, rC tKry I?A .eXXepv' B- 4/f,eet 6e 7rap' 
a6bTos O ra2ts al o7ro 4 1T ' 

lI iXP Kal K'. 
5 Lyc. 16.4. 
6 H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford, 1925-1940). 
7 'EgS)eset .,uv Syap 7rapa AaKealfoviorLs 6 irats Lbr' TSV i iXpl K- KaXerTa& b8 T6C 

IEuv Trpc&ry ELvavUTy pcw3ilas, rcT 68 bervkptp rpoKolt.'O61evov,o rZ TpltrT /5LKO461evos, Tr 5 

7rpo6raLs, r7 e 7raT', rO /feXXetpvv, TrV ~ eZp?lv. 
8 "A New Source on the Spartan Ephebia," AJPh 62 (1941) 499-501. 
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The following comparative table gives the names of the classes 
of the acywyrj and three interpretations of the ages to which they 
apply. Column 1 gives the current view, based on Nilsson-Swo- 
boda's interpretation of the gloss in Herodotus; column 2 is the 
interpretation of the gloss in Strabo; column 3 contains the defini- 
tions of Liddell and Scott, as far as they bear on the Spartan a&ywyc. 

Col. 1 Col. 2 Col. 3 

(Nilsson-Swo boda) 

Name of class 
Year of boy's age 

(7rac5es) (Trq780L) 

pwjilSas 8th 14th 1st 

TrpOKOPlO61AeVOS (gloss) 9th 15th Probably = sq. 

[TrpoLt KK(X) LT6SOeVOs] 9th 15th 2nd 

!ALKLt6ePVOs (gloss) 10th 16th 3rd 

,uLKFXiLKxto'eos (inscr.) 10th 16th Under age 

7rp6rals (gloss) 11lth 17th 4th 

vrpaTrorawlratL (inscr.) 11th 17th Chief of the 
7ar&!raLres 

7rats (gloss) 12th 18th No reference 

arpowra,trats (inscr.) 12th 18th Dub. sens. 

/jeXXedpr/v 13th 19th About to become 
an etpvr 

(icfrqI3oL) 

eiprlv 14th to 20th 20th At completion 
inclusive of 20th 

The gloss in Strabo names seven age-classes and includes them 
all in an ephebic system, which extends from the fourteenth to the 
twentieth year inclusive. Thus, a youth "in the first year" is in 
the first year of ephebic training, i.e., the fourteenth year of his 

age. Also, the period of the class of elpeves is reduced to one year. 
No mention is made of the classes from the age of seven to thirteen. 
Let us briefly examine the validity of this arrangement. 

The evidence of etymology throws some light on the compara- 
tive age of the class called, variously, in the inscriptions, ,LK(K)LXL- 
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o/Luevos, /,LK(K)LXL)(a)6,?evos, IutKKLXLrTTrevos and ,UlXLXt665OLevop.9 These 
forms are related to U/LK(K)6O (Doric for ULKp6S).'? It seems inappro- 
priate to designate a class of boys in their sixteenth year as "little." 
Another word that offers some help is ,raTs. This term is used not 
only as a class-name, but also in a general sense for boys from child- 
hood up to a somewhat indeterminate age. It will be assumed 
without argument that the year-class to which the name xracs is 
applied should fall within the general period in which boys are 
called 7racLes. Writers on Spartan education furnish some informa- 
tion on the upper age-limit of 7raZ?es as applied to boys in general. 
In his Lycurgus (16.1-6), Plutarch uses 1ra?bes consistently for boys 
from the beginning of their education up to the age of twelve. At 
some point they cease to be 1raZtes, but whether the change occurs 
at twelve or in the teens cannot be determined. Xenophon, in his 
Constitution of the Lacedaemonians (2.2-11), uses the word xrats up 
to the point where his description suggests Plutarch's twelve-year- 
olds. Then comes the transition EK Trait&v es TO r ELcpaKLoVaOaL. After 
that the youths are called oi r3iuvres. Xenophon places this change 
at about the time when boys in other states stop school. No 
specific age can be obtained from this reference because the school- 
ing to which Xenophon refers was private. Although Athenian 
boys who had the will and the means could continue their studies 
throughout their youth, yet it is safe to assume that the majority 
quit school in their early teens. This general indication of age, 
taken into consideration with the meaning of rl36aw, makes it prob- 
able that in the educational system of Sparta the transition from 
ot raZes to ot ' fSTveS was set at a fixed age consistent with the period 
of puberty.1l 

9 IG 51.256, 276, 286, 294, 310, 314, 322. 
10Theodor Preger, "Musische Knabenwettkampfe in Sparta," MDAI(A) 22 

(1897) 338. 
1 The period of i'j3I was reached at puberty. From then on through adolescence 

boys were called oL Oifwvres or ol ' ifSs. After passing through the period of 'i/r 
(i irftiiLKi KXLKia), they attained full manhood. At Sparta this point was reached at 
the age of 20. Now that the young men were beyond the hebetic age (X. Lac. 4.7, 
11.3), they were liable to military duty, and the years of service were reckoned from the 
end of the hebetic period (rad rr/ a+q' 7/,Bs). Since the end of the period of ,/n was 
fixed by the state, it is altogether likely that the beginning, too, was set at a definite 
age, which served to distinguish some step in the relation of the boy to the state. 
The following is a case in point. An inscription found at Tegea (IG 52.159) records the 
conditions of the payment of money deposited by a certain Xuthias, who was probably 
a Laconian. If the depositor dies, the money is to belong to his children "five years 
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One fact is clear, however. The youth are regarded as divided 
into two general groups. Plutarch12 calls boys 7raltes through all 
the early years of training up to and including eEXXElpevEs, who are 
the oldest of the 7raL6es. Above these are the etpcves. He also points 
the distinction by saying that the E'lpEve supervise and, if necessary, 
punish the 7ralZes. As stated previously, Xenophon gives two gen- 
eral groups: oi 7raZtes and ot tLivY-res. Also, in his Cyropaedia he 
prescribes a system of state supervision of education reminiscent of 
Spartan practice. Here the youth below military age are divided 
into two distinct classes: ot iracses and oti c4rt0o.13 Since the first 
term of each pair is otl ra6es, we can equate the second terms: 
ol EIPEV(S = ol WPvrTES = ol 4o(inO. Since ol 7ra&es is distinct from 
ol 1enf3ot, it follows that the year-class called iraCs in the gloss, as a 

component of ol 7raoers, cannot be included in ol 'fi)7PoL. In fact, 
the whole sequence of classes from kpWlias to /LXXElpirv must be 
placed below the age of ol 'e4rtlot. Failure to make this distinction 
is the fundamental error of the gloss in Strabo.14 The gloss in 
Herodotus is still the best basis for the sequence and ages of the 
classes of the Spartan ayoyry. 

The definitions of Liddell and Scott (Jones-McKenzie) fail to 
utilize the results of the correlation of the evidence on the subject. 
All of the specific ages given for the classes are open to the following 
criticism. The first four class-names of the gloss in Herodotus are 

assigned to the first four years of the boy's life, when he was still 
below the age at which public education began. The fifth class- 
name (7racs) has no relevant definition. Then, adherence to an 
obsolete definition15 of the age of the d'prv causes the ages of the 
sixth (AiXXiLpr^v) and seventh (e'ip1v) classes to be advanced so far 

after they reach the age of puberty" - e7re Ka Tfrvre Ferea hefaovTL. The determination 
of the time at which this provision shall become effective presupposes a legally fixed 
age for ?/r7. 

12 Lyc. 17.2. 
"3 X. Cyr. 1.2.8. 
14 A secondary point is the impression that the period of one year, which is assigned 

to the class of etpeves by this gloss, is too short. Although no sharply defined age- 
divisions are known to have existed within this class, yet there are sufficient indications 

of differences in age to justify the belief that the period was longer. The aotisral were 

the youngest of the e4peves, and the at4cupeis were just entering manhood. Of the 

states whose corresponding group of boys might be expected to show some parallel, 
Crete had an ephebia of at least three years, and Thuria in Messenia had a class of 

Tptriepves (IG 51.1386), who were probably elpeves in their third year (C. A. Forbes, 

Greek Physical Education [New York, 1929] 47-48, 189). 
15 Cf. H. Swoboda, in Miiller, Handbuch 4.1.1.2 (ed. 3, Miinchen, 1926) 696, note 3. 
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that the latter part of the gloss in Herodotus, which refers to the 
fourteenth to twentieth years, is practically ignored. Thus, with 
the exception of the vague statements that a LKLXLtO6ePVOS is "under 
age" and that a ,ueXXdEprnv is "about to become an epLlyv," no designa- 
tion is made to apply to any of the years of Spartan training from 
its beginning at the age of seven to the age of twenty. The appa- 
rently continuous sequence of years in the gloss is broken, and the 
terms have almost no official meaning. 

A few words of explanation should be given on the definitions 
of the second and third class-names. Because of their etymological 
relationship, Y1KLO6tIevoS and LKtXL~6t/EVOS are generally explained as 
variants of the name of the same (third) class. In the inscriptions, 
tLKLKXLO'i6evoL are represented as participating in musical and athletic 
contests, while the gloss states that a WL6KL6UEVOS is "in the third year." 
Liddell and Scott's interpretation of "in the third year" as in the 
third year of the boy's life makes it virtually impossible to associate 
both names with the same year-class. As a result, 1L4MKOEPVOS is 
explained as "a male child in his third year," and pUKLXLbULEvos as a 
"boy under age." The class-name 7rpoulKK(LX)L66bOEvos (for 7rpOKO- 
/ULtbOleevOS of the gloss), which should apply to the year before 
AILKLXtLtOPEVOS, is defined as a "boy in his seconld year." Apparently, 
since no contests are associated with boys of the second class, their 
youthful age is acceptable. 

The following revisions are suggested for Liddell and Scott 
(Jones-McKenzie). 

S.v. "pco,/I1as," line 1, for 'boy of less than one year old' read 'boy in the 
first year of public education, i.e. in the eighth year of his age.' 

S.v. "'rpolutKK(LX)Lt66O,evos," line 1, for 'boy in his second year' read 'at 
Sparta, boy in the second year of public education, i.e. in the ninth 
year of his age.' 

S.v. "IIutKLXL6tEE,VOs," line 2, for 'boy under age' read 'boy in the third year 
of public education, i.e. in the tenth year of his age'; lines 3-4, for 
'is expld. as a male child in his third year' read '= foreg.' 

S.v. "irp6orats," line 1, for 'boy in his fourth year' read 'boy in the fourth 
year of public education, i.e. in the eleventh year of his age.' 

S.v. "7rparo7raturacts," for 'chief of the 7ra3trataLes (v. Addenda)' read 
'= rpo7rats, at Sparta (q.v.).' 

S.v. "7rats," II fin., add 'At Sparta, boy in the fifth year of public educa- 
tion, i.e. in the twelfth year of his age, A'etLs 'Hpoborov in Stein Hdt. 
ii p. 465 (Berol. 1871).' 

S.v. "arpoirai,urats," line 1, for 'dub. sens. in IG 5(1).278,279 (Sparta)' 
read '= 7rats, at Sparta (q.v.), IG 5(1).278,279.' 
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S.v. ",eXXeLprY,," after 'at Sparta,' substitute 'boy about to become an 
?Epqv, in the sixth year of public education, i.e. in the thirteenth year 
of his age, Plu. Lyc. 17, AtELts 'Hpoborov in Stein Hdt. ii p. 465 
(Berol. 1871).' 

S.v. "eLprl," substitute 'Lacedaemonian youth in the fourteenth to twentieth 
years of age inclusive, i.e. in the seventh to thirteenth years of public 
education, A&ELes 'Hpoborov in Stein Hdt. ii p. 465 (Berol. 1871), X. 
Lac. 2.11, Plu. Lyc. 17, IG 5(1).279.' 
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