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Praha: Karolinum, 2025. 177 pages. ISBN 978-80-246-6099-8.

In the era of increasingly specialized studies, we frequently encounter an approach that isolates
minor aspects from the broader mosaic of historical themes—in other words, a tendency to extract
the particular from the general. Once isolated, these elements are thereafter examined on a “Petri
dish” in the environment of imaginary laboratories, analysed in the finest detail and scrutinized
from every conceivable angle by the inquisitive eyes of researchers. There exists a considerable
number of detailed monographs devoted to ancient warfare, sport, or philosophy, and an even
greater number of works that further atomize these already extracted particulars. This approach, of
course, exists for good reason; yet, like all methodological orientations, it possesses both strengths
and limitations. To borrow the language of dialectical materialism, nothing in the material world
exists in isolation: everything is temporary and develops dynamically through contradiction while
simultaneously existing in unity with everything else. As a counterpoint to this tendency, one
might intuitively place vast, multi-volume works of encyclopaedic scope that seek to synthesize
large quantities of specialized studies. Yet such a categorization is not entirely accurate, for sheer
scope is not the essential criterion. Opposed to division stands integration. It is precisely in this
sense that the book Aristeia promachén operates. It brings together seemingly disparate elements
into a unified whole in a manner that reveals them to have constituted, in reality, an inseparable
monolith. The work thus synthesizes philosophy, sport, and warfare in ancient Greece.

Jiri Kouril is affiliated with the Department of the Social-Scientific Foundations of
Kinantropology at the Faculty of Physical Education and Sport at Charles University. His education
and professional trajectory have in many respects predisposed him to write this book, as he has
advanced education in ancient history, philosophy, physical education, and sport. He himself is also
a passionate athlete. Although the book represents a rigorous scholarly study, it retains a certain
accessible, almost popularizing tone, which may be regarded as one of its notable strengths. As
indicated above, the book does not aim to provide an exhaustive account of ancient Greek warfare,
sport, or philosophy. Rather, it focuses on fundamental—yet relatively understudied—ideational

elements of the ancient Greek cultural formation as manifested in sport and warfare. In doing
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so, it seeks to offer a comprehensive characterization of this particular dimension of ancient
reality. Somewhat unconventional, yet highly fruitful, is the fact that this inquiry is conducted
through the lens of cultural pessimism, a perspective that has largely fallen out of favour in
contemporary scholarship. At the same time, the author attempts to engage with this worldview
in an authentic manner in the present. Through this perspective, the book indirectly holds up a
mirror to certain problems of contemporary society. The work draws primarily—though not
exclusively—on the philosophy of history of Oswald Spengler!, particularly his theory of culture, his
conceptual dichotomies, and his notion of civilizational transformation. In this context, Spengler’s
morphological method? is contrasted with the traditional positivist approach that predominates
in contemporary historiography. J. Kouril himself acknowledges that the morphological method
entails numerous methodological difficulties and is generally unsuitable for the study of history
as such. Nevertheless, in the case of the subject under investigation, it proves both more valuable
and more appropriate. Within this framework, the image of the whole does not disappear into the
shadow of analytically isolated details; at the same time, the method proves particularly attentive
to questions of culture and the development of ideas. The author clearly favours certain cultural
and value-oriented interpretations. However, he does so in a professional manner, especially in
those interpretatively ambiguous passages where the historian is effectively compelled to introduce
his own perspective in order to arrive at a coherent conclusion—even if it represents only one
among several possible interpretations. In this context, he also points to the problematic nature
of absolute objectivity, noting that different individuals perceive, interpret, and evaluate reality in
different ways. This observation applies not only to contemporary events but even more so to those
that occurred in the distant past. Importantly, however, J. Kouril never descends into speculation
or fabrication. His arguments and conclusions remain firmly grounded in a logically coherent
and consistently argued line of reasoning that accords with the available historical evidence. His
interpretations rest on the solid foundations of numerous archaeological sources and, above all,
written sources in the form of epic, poetic, and philosophical literature from the ancient world.
The book consists of four chapters. Following the first chapter, devoted to methodology and
the conceptual foundations of the study, the second chapter examines the fundamental ideals of
Greek culture, their essence, definition, and mutual interrelation. At the outset, two value pillars
supporting the highest ideal are identified: agon’ and paideia®. These two pillars suggest that what
matters most is not the goal itself but the struggle for its attainment, together with the preparation
required for that struggle. Both pillars are said to stand most firmly within an environment of
freedom. However, the author does not provide a precise definition of freedom. Moreover, the
Greek meaning of the term—“not being constrained by anything external”—does not ultimately

withstand deeper logical scrutiny when pursued to its full implications. The chapter continues

1 The pivotal work in this regard was his publication Spengler, O. (2011). Zdnik Zdpadu. Obrysy morfologie svétovych
déjin. Praha: Academia.

2 The morphology of world history.

3 Contest or competition among equals. It signifies struggle in a broad sense—not limited to physical combat—and
encompasses rivalry and competition in domains such as the arts, rhetoric, athletics, medicine, and philosophy and so on.

4 Education, cultivation, and training conceived as a path of moral and civic duty.
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with a discussion of the value ideals from which these two pillars emerge: schole’ and kalokagathia®.
The unity of both pillars, as well as both of their foundational ideals, is represented by a certain
transcendental unifying force: arete’”. This concept may be understood as virtue in the sense of
excellence or perfection of the soul. It functions as an all-encompassing principle: arete can also
be found in animals and in things, acting as a unifying force present in everything that is proper
and fitting, thereby acquiring an almost sacral significance. The third chapter is devoted to the
central theme of the book, the ideal of aristeia promachon. It formulates the content of this ideal
and examines its practical manifestations. Aristeia means extraordinary bravery and heroism and
represented the most important ideal both in warfare and in athletic contests. It signified a way
of transcending one’s human condition and symbolically elevating oneself to a higher, divine or
heroic level of being. The means of attaining this “superhuman” state—namely war and sport®—
were considered exclusive pursuits, often contrasted with so-called lowly or mundane professions’.
Aristeia with the attribute promachon refers specifically to the aristeia of the most valiant warriors
fighting in the front ranks of the phalanx; it thus represents the very essence of this ideal. The
chapter traces the development of the social understanding of the value ideal of aristeia before
and after the so-called hoplite revolution—that is, against the background of two fundamentally
different systems of warfare that endowed this value with distinct meanings. The aristeia of the
cavalry aristocracy (hippeis) differed significantly from that of the heavily armed infantry (hoplitai).
The hoplite revolution fundamentally transformed Greek ideals and values, compelling Hellenic
society to reassess the content of its ideals and to abandon many older ones. The development of
aristeia is illustrated through the various aspects this ideal assumed in different periods and through
the contrasts between them. These include the tension between individuality and collectivity,
arrogance and modesty, extravagance and self-control, and fury and composure. J. Kouril richly
illustrates these contrasts with written sources describing the practical manifestations of aristeia
in warfare and sport, its influence on the worldview of warriors and athletes, and its impact on
their concrete actions. The final, fourth chapter, entitled flatus vocis’, addresses the heroes’ effort
to ensure that their deeds and glory would outlive them. This constituted the ultimate aim of
the aforementioned ideals: the heroic deed that not only survived its heroism but even grew in
significance over time within collective memory. The path of both the warrior and the athlete is

thus understood as the path of individuals fulfilling a value ideal—through their heroism attaining

5  Leisure time thoughtfully devoted to both physical and intellectual self-cultivation.

6  Beautyin a broad sense, understood as the pursuit of both intellectual and bodily perfection, and thereby also of
moral virtue.

7 Virtue as a universal concept, representing all that is proper and good.

8 At this point, it is important to highlight the fundamental difference in values between modern commercial sport
and the gymnic agon of ancient Greece. The author frequently sets these two concepts in contrast, interpreting
them as exemplars of Spengler’s distinction between “culture” (the gymnic agon) and “civilization” (modern sport).

9  These were “lowly” professions, which by their very nature did not allow for leisure time necessary for athletic
and martial training (such as agriculture, craftsmanship, etc.).

10 Literally meaning “breath of the voice” or “waft of the voice,” the term is employed to describe words that are

empty, meaningless, or devoid of significance.
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the status of demigods and heroes" while simultaneously becoming models for society. In this
way, heroes escaped oblivion'?. Their aim was not to end as anonymous ancestors; through their
deeds they sought to attain a form of immortality.

In Aristeia promachén, ]. Kouril not only analyses and elucidates the values, ideals, and modes
of thought of a mental world so distant from our own, but also articulates them in contemporary
language and renders them accessible to readers shaped by the intellectual framework of modernity.
One of the major contributions of the book lies precisely in demonstrating how deeply these ideals
were embedded in the minds of the ancient Greeks and how profoundly they shaped their behaviour
and perception of reality. The book is therefore not merely an insightful scholarly analysis of the
value system of Greek warriors and athletes; it also invites reflection and inspiration, encouraging
readers to consider the possible relevance of these ideals for contemporary life. At the same time, it
offers a critical reflection on the present by contrasting the ancient individual—firmly anchored in
the present’>*—with the modern, so-called Faustian individual oriented toward the future and living
primarily for it. From the perspective of such a person, the present becomes merely a transitional
stage on the way to the future and is therefore rarely experienced in its fullness. Grandiose plans
arise in the mind of the modern individual; yet at the same time he often drifts away from reality
into a realm of dreams and self-generated illusions." To the question of how an era and culture so
distant from our own might still provide inspiration today, J. Koutil responds by citing Oswald
Spengler: “The nineteenth century appears to us infinitely richer and more important than, for
example, the nineteenth century before Christ; yet the Moon also appears far larger to us than
Jupiter or Saturn. The physicist, however, has long since freed himself from the prejudice of relative

distance.”’®

Jakub Benech

11 After death, they were, in effect, venerated as gods.

12 They were not merely a “waft of the voice,” insignificant, forgotten beings.

13 In that period, individuals understood time in a cyclical rather than linear manner. Time was perceived as a
source of of repetition, not of change (Tursunov, A. (1978). Od mytu k védé. Evoluce kosmologického obrazu. Praha:
Mladé fronta. p. 19).

14 It is, naturally, understandable that past societies experienced time differently. Technological and social
developments unfolded over the course of multiple generations, with a man living and fighting in much the
same manner as his grandfather before him and as his great-grandchildren would later do. Such continuity is
no longer characteristic of the present. The rapid pace of technological change now forces us to conceive of time
differently, directing our attention toward the future, which is perceived as a source of hope and the possibility
of something new.

15 Spengler, O. (2011). Zdnik Zdpadu. Obrysy morfologie svétovych déjin. Praha: Academia. p. 94.
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