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Polynikes and Arête, The Upbringing
Source: The Gates of Fire: An Epic Novel of the Battle of Thermopylae (1998) by Steven Pressfield

The rest of Greece looks at Spartan mothers as monsters.  How could a mother abandon anything as precious as a newborn on the slopes of a mountain?  Why would a mother force a 6-year old to fish with his bare hands, into the night, hours on end with no breaks for food or water or even to go to the bathroom, until at last he caught his dinner?  What mother in her right mind would strap a marching pack on the back of a 5-year old and take the boy on rugged hikes through the mountains from sunup to sundown?  Spartan mothers have heard the criticism before.  They smile knowingly, as if the gods had revealed to them a glorious secret: these boys are being raised to rule all of Greece, while the sons of the weak and the indulgent are growing up poorly equipped to deal with a fiercely dog-eat-dog world.  Spartan mothers know what other Greeks suspect: “Boys at ten are already treated as men in Sparta.”
Until he is seven, Polynikes is raised in his father’s home by his mother Arête.  Everything Arête does as a mother is built on a foundation of love and compassion, plus punishingly high expectation.  She has little time to waste.  Seven years is a short period to prepare the boy for the fierce demands of the agoge. Arête’s message to the boy is consistent and clear:  “By disciplining you now I am planting the seeds of self-discipline.  By restricting your choices as a child I am giving you choices as an adult.”
One night Polynikes awakes in the middle of the night screaming.  He is terrified of being alone and freighted by the dark shadows.  Arête’s response is immediate and brutal.  The boy is whipped with a willow cane.  After the beating, Arête cradles the sobbing boy in her arms:  “No tears, Polynikes.  Never, ever cry out.  You risk yourself and your peers.  The night is a soldier’s best friend.”
Another time Polynikes complains about the tasteless black gruel his mother feeds him.  He is beaten again with the willow switch:  “It’s not OK to whine, son.  It’s not OK to complain.  Learn to bear life without complaint.”

Like all Spartan mothers Arête is a merciless taskmaster.  She must be mother and father in one, for until they are thirty, Spartan men live with their syssition.  Arête must show her son how to be a man, without the benefit of other men.  For seven years it is just mothers and boys.  Together they hike.  Polynikes struggles to keep up with the long, determined strides of Arête. His mother leads the hikes barefoot, up steep slopes and down into rocky ravines.  They both carry a battle-pack.  In what city-state other than Sparta would the soles of a beautiful woman be so thick with callus that they tread over sharp stones and spiky thorns without feeling their spiny barbs?  Arête shows Polynikes how to sharpen a stick of oak and how to harden the tip in a campfire and how to thrust the stick down the throat of his prey and how to tear out the animals steaming insides and how to relish their bloody nourishment.  Such is the Spartan way for mothers and their sons. 

There is one year left before the Separation.  Polynikes is thrust into the crucible of violence.  Playtime with other boys his age is final preparation for the agoge.  Kicking is encouraged.  Gouging is expected.  They all bite and punch and throw rocks and hit each other with sticks.  They slap each other and wrestle and spit at each other.  Their mothers encourage the violence. Arête refuses to protect her son from the lessons of the playing field.  Winners are praised, losers are beaten at home; not because they lost but because of the awful indignity of losing. He is taught never to retreat, never to surrender, always push through the pain. Arête refuses to slather praise on her son.  Praise without achievement is worthless.  Instead Arête waits for true accomplishment: the all-night hike without incident; the animal caught in the snare; the other boy beat senseless, leaving the practice field bruised and bleeding.  Polynikes learns the importance of being self-contained, self-assured and self-confident.  The praise of others means little without the belief of self.
In his sixth year without the company of men, there is one final lesson to impart on the boy: the most awful and piteous of all conditions under the heavens is that of a man alone, without the polis.  A man without a city-state is not a man.  He is a shell, a shadow, a joke and a mockery.  A man without a polis is a barbaroi, a creature living outside the benefit of civilization.  It is in the polis that man learns philidelphia, for without the love of other men, courage is impossible.  A man may call upon courage only one way, in the closed ranks of his brothers-in-arms, the line of his tribe and city.  Sparta is the only polis of Greece without city walls, for, as Arête constantly reminds her son, “Sparta’s walls are her sons.”
Xenes and Dienekes come for Polynikes when he is seven.  Polynikes is escorted away from his mother to join his syssition.  For the next thirteen years, Polynikes is enrolled in the Spartan agoge. There is nothing like it in the entire world:  thirteen years of intense pressure, of endless weapons training, of grueling force-marches: thirteen years of whippings and of bone-numbing cold and of near starvation diet, all manufactured by six hundred years of Spartan tradition to forge the finest warriors of Greece.  Until he is thirty, Polynikes will live and sleep and eat and train in the company of other men.  No Spartan women may enter the syssition.  The mess of sixteen is off limits to all females, regardless of age or relation.  Arête has told Polynikes how to be a man.  The agoge will now show Polynikes how to be a man.  Once asked why Spartan warriors are so fearless in combat, a battle scarred veteran replied, “After the agoge, there is nothing left to fear.” 
After calling Polynikes, age class together, the two Spartan kings demand silence.  Both kings are draped in Spartan scarlet and wear the side-to-side plume on their helmets.  In front of one king are two puppies, a rabbit and a pile of bloody bones.  One of the pups runs immediately to the pile of bones and begins to eat.  The other puppy, in a single, violent motion, springs on the rabbit and tears out its throat.  “You see boys,” says the king on the left.  “These pups are of the same litter, of the same mother and of the same blood-line, yet training and discipline are far more effective than nature.”  The second king, the one on the right, pulls a squirming rat from his scarlet tribone, the Spartan battle cloak.  The king slowly begins to squeeze the rodent and the rat squeals from pain.  The more the king squeezes, the more the rat squeaks and the more the rat hurls itself at the king’s hand.  Once the rat has worn itself out, the king shows his bloody hand to the stunned boys and throws the lifeless creature to the ground.  He grinds the rat into the stones with his bare foot and then says to the boys, “When the smallest creature in the world will struggle to defend itself against a foe a hundred times its size, imagine what Sparta can do with men.”
Polynikes’ platoon is taken to their stone barracks.  Once there, their heads are shaved with rusty raisers.  Days later, many will still have scabs from the Shaving.  Once a month the syssition is shorn with dull raisers and once a month they hear the same speech:  “When you are twenty you may wear your hair long.  When you are twenty you may dread-curl your hair.  Until then, you will endure the Shaving each and every month, for you are not yet men.  You have not yet earned the right to wear the hair of a Spartan warrior.”

Polynikes yearns to wear the dread-curls of the Spartan warrior.  The dread-curl is the mark of the warrior, the symbol of manhood.  One of the first things Arête has taught him is the art of the Spartan dread-curl.  For hours, they have practiced together, Polynikes carefully curling his mother’s hair in the style of male Peers.  One day he will curl his own hair, but that day is long off.  First he must survive the Upbringing.

The Upbringing (The Agoge) 

Source: The Gates of Fire: An Epic Novel of the Battle of Thermopylae (1998) by Steven Pressfield

Spartans train their entire lives for war.  This is the purpose of the agoge: thirteen awful years of manufactured brutality in preparation for the awful carnage of armed combat.  This is not the case in the other poleis of Greece.  In the other city-states their men have not trained their whole lives for war, as have the Spartans.  In the other poleis the soldiers are farmers and merchants and craftsmen, citizen-soldiers of their polis’ militias.  They only train six weeks out of the year during the fighting season.  For this reason the women of Sparta are held in awe.  They donate their sons’ lives to their country, to all of Sparta as a whole that the polis may survive even as their own children perish.  Polynikes has heard the story since childhood.  On learning that all of her five sons had been killed in the same battle, the mother simply asked, “Was Sparta victorious?”  Being told that it was, she turned for home without a tear, saying only, “Then I am happy.”

Polynikes is now sixteen years old.  He is in the Tenth Age Class of the agoge.  It is August, the month of the Karneius, the beginning of the Greek New Year.  Polynikes and his age class stand silent, in closed ranks.  On command, the boys strip off the filthy cloaks they have worn the past year.  The threadbare rags Polynikes has worn for the past four seasons is replaced with a new black cloak; black so the boys remember they can die at any time.  Polynikes wears the cloak night and day, winter and summer, through rain and snow.  Each boy is issued one cloak a year.  No blankets.  No pillows.  His syssition sleeps together on the stone floor of their barracks each night, pressed against each other for warmth.  

The Tenth Age Class is assembled by syssition.  In front of the age class stands a boy of the Fifth Age Class and two drill instructors.  All the drill instructors are twenty-year olds and right out of the agoge.  The boy before them is only eleven.


“What do you have under your cloak,” demands one of the instructors.


“Nothing.”


“Then why is your cloak moving?” demands the second trainer.


“It’s not moving.”


“It is moving and your cloak is bloodstained.  What do you have under your cloak?”


“Nothing,” the boy answers.

In a blinding flash, one of the trainers shatters the child’s nose.  He collapses in a pile to the stone courtyard.  Before he hits the ground, a fox with a bloody snout races from beneath the folds of the boy’s tattered black tunic.  During the interrogation, the fox gnawed through the boy’s stomach lining.  The boy writhes with pain on the ground, frantically grasping his bleeding belly.


“This is what happens when you get caught,” comments a trainer.  “When you steal food and get caught, you risk the lives of your entire syssition.”  The boy is hauled off by the two trainers to get stripped: twenty cane lashes to the back; not because he was stealing, but because he was stupid enough to get caught.

Two seasons ago Polynikes’ age class conducted cold weather training in the Taygetus Mountains.  The boys were on a five-night in the Otona Valley.  The terrain was chosen for its boulder-strewn ground and the numerous gnarled and low-branched oaks which dotted the slopes.  One entire day was spent wading up the Eurotas River; hours of tripping through ice cold water with fifty pound battle packs.  Polynikes syssition was cold and hungry all of the time.  They ate moss and stripped bark off of trees to boil; they sucked down slugs and insects. The purpose of the five-day is to learn how to be resourceful and how to live off the land.

Polynikes’ syssiton is at the Oaks, tree-humping.  Each boy is armed with a twenty-two pound hoplon.  The Greek battle shield is made out of oak and bronze, and is three feet in diameter.  When held properly, the hoplon protects the body from below the nose to the top of the knees.  For today’s weapons drill, the enemy is a line of oak trees.

“Stand down,” barks one of the drill instructors. The boys fall spent to the ground, many on their hands and knees vomiting from exhaustion.  Without warning, the willow canes begin to fly.  The boys are beaten about the face, head and shoulders.

“Where are your shields?  You fall to the ground and puke without your shields properly stacked nearby?”  The beatings go on until the trainers are exhausted.  Nobody escapes without a broken nose or shattered teeth.

  “OK boys,” screams one instructor, red-faced with rage.  “If you think your shields are to be thrown away like piss-pots then be my guest.  Piss in ‘em!”  For the next three hours Polynikes and his mates try to urinate into their shields, but little happens.  The boys are exhausted and dehydrated; nobody can squeeze out a drop.  The tree-humping goes on long into the night. 

Polynikes always wondered what if felt like to die.  Today his age class will serve as punching bags for the Spartan heavy infantry.  The boys take up positions along a line of oaks at the edge of the plain of Otona, where the veteran syssitia of the Spartan army run their field exercises.

Polynikes and his age class line up ten deep with body-length wicker shields braced on the earth.  Polynikes knows what is to come.  He feels his bladder involuntarily empty.  Most of the boys piss themselves. The Spartan veterans are one hundred yards away in a perfectly formed phalanx, eight men deep, fifty men wide.   On command, in a single awe-inspiring motion, the battle veterans lock shields and begin their approach across the plain.  From the distance, Polynikes sees the lambda-Λ-emblazoned on the shield fronts.  The phalanx approaches in line of battle, at a walk, then at pace, then a trot and finally a dead run.  The collision is awful.  It’s like being hit by a mountain.  Polynikes feels a sickening thud and is knocked backward off his feet.  His right shoulder is dislocated and the wind has been knocked out of him.  The boys’ knees, no matter how they braced or held them, buckled like tiny sapling trees before an earth slide.  The formation of boys is crushed in an instant, leaving the Tenth Age Class, sprawling on the ground, writhing in pain and agony, spitting out teeth and blood and the morning breakfast of black gruel.  That is how it feels to die. 

The whippings are a ritual in the agoge in Sparta.  The beatings take place at the Temple of Artemis.  The site is beneath huge oaks and pine trees, a shaded and quite pleasant space in less grisly circumstances.  Polynikes was the fifteenth whipped that day.  Two drill instructors, who had administered the beatings, had already been replaced by a fresh pair, twenty-year olds, fresh out of the agoge and as powerfully built as any youths in the city.  It worked like this:  the boy whose turn it was grasped a horizontal iron bar secured to the bases of two huge oak trees (the bar had been worn smooth by centuries of the beating ritual) and was whipped with birch rods, as big around as a man’s thumb.  The trainers take turns delivering the blows.  A stunningly beautiful priestess of Artemis, dressed in an exquisite white peplos robe, stands at the boy’s shoulder, presenting an ancient wooden image of Artemis, which Spartan tradition dictated, must receive the spray of human blood.  Two of Polynikes’ best friends from his training syssition kneel at each shoulder, to catch him when he falls.  At any time he may stop the ordeal by releasing the bar and pitching forward to the dirt.  Theoretically a boy would only do this when beaten to unconsciousness, but many fall simply when they could no longer bear the pain.  Between two hundred to three hundred look on this day: boys of other age classes, fathers, brothers, lovers and even some of the boy’s mothers, keeping discreetly to the rear.  Polynikes is beaten with his best friend, who he calls Tripod.  This is because no one of his age-class could take him down in wrestling.  Polynikes and Tripod are a dyas, a fighting pair.  They do everything together: eat, sleep, train and even suffer.  Polynikes falls forward after twenty-seven blows.  Tripod keeps taking it.  The flesh on his back is torn through in a dozen places; Polynikes sees the tissue and fascia, ribcage and muscle and even the spine.  He will not go down.  He is determined to hold on and stay upright.  Finally four sickening blows delivered in rapid succession, drop Tripod to all fours.  Blood sheets from his mouth, nose and ears.  He cannot speak.  He manages to turn about and almost stand, before collapsing hard to the dirt below.  It is clear that he will never rise again.  That night Polynikes’ Lover Xenes nurses him back to health.  He washes the boys shredded back with ice cold salt water.  He holds Polynikes in his arms and rocks the boy back and forth.  Such is the peculiar genius of the Spartan agoge of pairing each boy in training with a Lover, a mentor, other than his own father.  A Lover may say things a father cannot; a boy can confess to his Lover that which would bring shame to reveal to his father.


“It was bad today, wasn’t it my young friend,” says Xenes.  No answer is required or expected.  “Never forget, Polynikes, that this flesh, this body does not belong to you.  If I thought that it was mine then I could never advance into the face of the enemy.  Your body belongs to our children, our fathers and mothers, and those children yet unborn.  What Tripod did today was stupid.  He displayed recklessness, not courage and cost Sparta a valuable life.”                                               
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