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ANCIENT GREEK BULL-IEAPING -- FACT OR MYTH?

- Fred Farr -

One of the most unusual sports ever devised was the sport known as Taurokathapsia,
more commonly known as bull-leaping or bull-grappling. To the ancient Minoan on Crete,
the art of bull-leaping was a thrilling exhibition of gymnastic prowess, wherein a hid-
eous goring or even death awaited the athletes who misjudged their timing in jumping
over the back of a charging bull. Many authorities today claim that this is not poss-
ible, and that this sport is merely a myth, yet there is abundant evidence that the art
of bull-leaping actually existed some 3,500 years ago.

Perhaps the most conclusive evidence we have of this strange sport is the famous
Toreador Fresco, depicted by Greece on a 5 lepta definitive issued in 1937. Discovered
in 1901, this now-famous painting is a prized treasure of the Museum of Candia, Crete,
and it is not to be confused with a similar work known as the Charging Bull Fresco,
which is to be found 1in a restored open building in Knossos. Both frescos date from
approximately 1,500 BC, and both paintings were discovered in the Palace of Minos at
Knossos by the archeologist, A. J. Evans. These frescos are illustrated in Agnes Carr
Vaughan's The House of the Double Axe, published by Doubleday and Company in 1959. An
excellent illustration of the Charging Bull Fresco may be seen in Angelo Mosso's Palaces
of Crete and Their Builders, published by G. P. Putnam's Sons in 1907.

The Toreador Fresco, with which we are concerned, was uncovered in the Third Palace
at Knossos, and had been shattered into innumerable fragments. When the pieces had been
re-assembled, they revealed a picture which shows a young man and two girls; the youth
depicted in the act of somersaulting over the back of a galloping bull. Behind the bull
stands a girl with outstretched arms, as if to catch the somersaulting youth. The other
girl has grasped the horns of the mighty bull and is about to duplicate the boy's feat
of somersaulting over the charging animal.

The bulls used in this sport were great piebald beasts with enormous wide-sweeping
horns. Bones excavated at Hagia Triada in Crete indicate that the bulls employed in
this activity belonged to the species, bos primigenius, now found only in Italy, Switz-
erland and England. There is also the possibility that the bulls were wild aurochs, a
now-extinct species which was very common in Neolithic Europe. In any event, the bulls
were gigantic in size, and we may be sure that only the largest and most ferocious
beasts were used. For sake of comparison, it has been noted that the modern Spanish
fighting bull is smaller and less ferocious than were the Minoan bulls.

These contests were held in the Royal Arena situated near the east bastion of the
Palace of Minos, and consisted of a walled-in enclosure which was eliptical in form and
large enough to accommodate about five hundred spectators, who came not only from the
palace and town of Knossos, but also from the Greek mainland. It was an honor to be in-
vited to witness the annual Festival of the Bulls, which had a religious overtone as
well as being a sporting spectacle. Presumably there was an admission charge, because
many pieces of incised bronze (used as the entrance fee) have been unearthed there.

When all was in readiness, a statue of the Mother Goddess was brought into the arena
and placed in a special niche of honor. Then the Priest-King arrived, and sat on his
special canopied throne near the grandstand. ¥hen all was in readiness, the athletes
paraded around the arena, to be followed by the mighty bulls. We do not know if more
than one bull entered at a time, nor do we know whether the young bull-grapplers entered
Hith the bull against which they were t¢ match their skill, or whether slaves used nets




and rope cradles to lead in the bull.

The athletes entered the arena, one team at a time. The youths and girls wore only
a loincloth and shoes, with a headband around their hair, so as not to be encumbered by
excess clothing. Shoes, perhaps, were necessary, because the floor of the arena was
paved. The teams vied with each other in the brilliance and daring of their acrobatics,
baiting the bull to charge and then, at the last moment, grasping the mighty horns and
somersaulting to safety. This sport must have demanded perfect timing, as well as mar-
velous acrobatic skill, hence it is obvious that the fearless contestants must have
suffered numerous casualties, including fatalities. To die on the horns of a charging
bull must have been a hideous experience, so we are not surprised that historians wrote
that the spectators were awe-stricken by this spectacle.

Geoffrey Bibby, in Four Thousand Years Ago, claims that the athletic teams were com-
posed of both professional and amateur toreadors, and that there were many foreigners a-
mong the athletes, especially the Achaens from the Greek mainland, where the sport had
also been introduced. According to Bibby, picked teams from the mainland competed at
Knossos against the best native acrobats for the honor of determining the best team.

James Baikie, author of Sea Kings of Crete, suggests that the bull-grapplers were
not volunteers, since even ﬁﬁaméﬁ—gﬁeﬁ_tﬁﬁf—fhe sport must inevitably end in death for
the gymnasts. Instead, the toreadors were either slaves or captives who were kept in
the two dungeons at the palace, and were trained for their brief careers in the bull
ring -- much as the early Christians in the Colloseum fought lions with a small knife,
to the mirth and amusement of the Roman spectators.

The best explanation, perhaps, is that this sport combined an aura of religious ob-
servance with that of a public spectacle, and that it was allegorical of the rededica-
tion of their lives to the service of the Mother Goddess. In prehistoric Crete, men be-
lieved that the island rested upon the back of a giant bull, and that the Mother God-
dess had to constantly tame the bull to keep him from overturning the island --- as hap-
pened whenever there was an earthquake, which is quite frequently in this corner of
the Mediterranean. Bull-jumping, therefore, was a ritual performance in which the
Mother Goddess was thought to be the protagonist, and success in the arena would enhance
the power of the Goddess in keeping the island secure against the wrath of the bull be-
low. Thus the bull had to be mastered, but without harming him.

We must remember that the bull was a sacred animal in Minoan Crete, and that the
primary purpose of the Festival of the Bulls was not to determine the best team of gym-
nasts, but to select the premier bull, the Bull of Minos. This was the famous Minotaur,
which was sacrificed on the following day. In mythology, the Minotaur had the body of a
man and the head of a bull, and each year he devoured seven youths and seven maidens,
who were sent to him as a sacrifice by Athens. Eventually, the Athenian warrior, Thes-
eus, went to Knossos and killed the Minotaur. This myth is merely an allegorical ex-
planation of the Athenian gymnastic teams who competed in the Festival of the Bulls, and
of the eventual conquest of Crete by the Athenians, under the leadership of Theseus.

The question still remains whether or not the sport of bull-leaping was possible, or
whether it was merely a figment of the imagination. Experienced Spanish bullfighters
claim that the feat is impossible. Is it possible for an agile youth to grasp the horns
of a charging bull and swing himself onto the bull's back? Would such a gymnast be
gored to death before he could acquire sufficient momentum to fling his body upward in a
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somersault? Rodeo experts claim this is impossible. Clearly, the task appears to be
impossible, at least to our minds, and such a deed staggers our imaginations.

Surprisingly enough, there is abundant evidence that bull-grappling was an actual
sport. There exist innumerable Minoan artifacts which all depict this sport -- frescos,
painted stucco reliefs, gold cups, statuettes, carvings, etc. In additfon, we must re-
member that bull-leaping was avidly carried out in ancient Cappadocia, and that even to-
day a similar sport still exists in the province of Viterbo in Italy, although wild cows
are substituted for the bulls. Lastly, we cannot overlook the religious fervor in which
the sport was carried out, nor the sports-loving nature of the Minoans -- athletic prow-
ess combined with religious fanaticism seems to have made this sport a reality. At
least, that is my conclusion.

PHILATELIC ASPECTS

GREECE

396 -- 5 lepta, red brown and dull blue. Lithographed by Aspiotis-
Elka & Company, Corfu. Issued November 1, 1937. 44,400,000 printed.
Exists with frame printed twice. Depicts the famous Toreador Fresco,
but with minor variations in the shape of the bull's tail, the length
of the bull's horns, and an omission of the beadwork at the bottom of
the frame so as to permit the necessary inscriptions.

RA78 -- 396 overprinted with 20 drachma surtax for the benefit of tu-
0 bercular postal employees. Issued March 11, 1946. 2,175,000 copies
apaxmal 20 printed. Overprinted in carmine.

0O ARHAQN RA85 -- 396 overprinted with 50 drachma surtax for the benefit of the
A Social Fund for the League of Postal Employees. Issued in 1951. Over-
P 50 printed in carmine

N202 -- 396 overprinted for the Greek occupation of North Epirus (South
Albania). Issued December 10, 1940. 3,900,000 printed. Exists with
inverted overprint, with inverted frame, and with center printed twice.
Overprinted in black.

CORFU (N1)
396 overprinted locally by typography, "CORFU." Issued June 5, 1941,
Both the overprint and the cancellations have been extensively forged.
For use on Corfu and Paxos, while under Italian military occupation.
Overprinted in black.

IONIAN ISIANDS (N15, Nl5a)

Overprint Reading Up
—

Overprint Reading Down
b—

l. Cephalonia & Ithaca

396 overprinted by typography at Argostali, Cephalonia. Issued in May
of 1941. Overprint reads: "Italy -- Italian Military Occupation of
ITALIA the Islands of Cephalonia and Ithaca." Overprint extends over two
stamps and reads either upwards or downwards. Many errors of spell-
Occupazione Militare} ing in the overprint exist, such as ITALIAIA, ISOILA, EFALONTA, EFALON-
[taliana isole JA, etc. Such errors are rare and very expensive. Overprint {n black.
Cefalonia e Itaca | Ex{sts with elongated "C" in "Cephalonia." Date of issue is believed
to be May 20, 1941. Used copies in pairs are much rarer than catalogue
quotations would indigate.
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396 overprinted with handstamp. Overprinted entirely on one stamp, or

ITALIA extending over a pair of stamps. Third row in sheet is overprinted"®
Occupazione Militare 8 75674 jngtead of ISOLE. Overprint is handstamped horizontally, ver-
tically, reading upwards or downwards, inverted, and diagonally. Jver-
printed in black.

Italizna isola
Cefalonia e Itaca

2. Sami & Fiscardo

396 overprinted with a similar four-line inscription, but with a higher
and thinner letter "M" in MILITARE. Each stamp has the full over-
print. Exists only in used condition. Overprinted in black.

3. Ithaca

%296 overprinted on each stamp, but the overprint has a different ar-
rangement of words. Lower case letter "o" in "occupazione" occurs only
in the first printing. Issued in August, 1941. Sold only in the post

Isole offices on Ithaca, and the remainders were burned after issuance of the
Cefalonia e Itacal definitive stamps for the Italian military occupation of the Ionian Is-
lands. This first printing is rare and expensive. Overprint in black.

occupazione
: Militare Italiana

Occupazione 396 overprinted on each stamp, as in the first printing noted immedi-

Militare Italiana ately above. Capital letter "O" in "Occupazione" in the second print-

Isole ing. These stamps are relatively common, and are not expensive (like
Cefalonia e Itaca those of the first printing). Overprinted in black ink.

4, Zakynthos (Zante)

396 handstamped in blue, violet, green, or black-violet. The text of
OCCUPAZIONE the overprint is faulty, with poorly formed letters, and often it is
MILITAREDI illegible. Overprint sometimes falls completely on one stamp, but it
gyl often falls across a pair of stamps. The overprint is stamped horizon-
bkl tally, sloping downward, or inverted. Exists with double overprint,
and with double overprint (one inverted).

NOTE: The above-listed stamps overprinted for use in the Ionian Islands became obsolete
on September 1, 1941, at which time they were superceded by a definitive set issued for
use in all of the islands. Covers, which were commercially used during the brief period
when these overprinted stamps were valid, are extremely rare. Many forgeries exist of
both the overprints and the cancellations.

PHANTASIES

Philatelic speculators overprinted quantities of 396 for alleged use in Cerigo,
Paxos, and Santa Maura. No such overprints were ever authorized or officially wused.
This worthless material is often found in packets, and has a value of only a few cents
per stamp. The author has never seen these phantasies in used condition, although they
may exist with either forged or genuine cancellations.
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*  OLYMPTANA THE OLYMPIC TORCH @
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the Olympic Flame

- Travis Land -

On Friday, November 2, 1956, a "priestess" at the site where
the ancient Games were held, handed the Sacred Fire to a runner,
wpo started the relay on its way to Melbourne, Australia. With
his special carrying-torch, the athlete moved out of the ancient
ruins of the temple and the olive trees of the Peloponnesus, be-
ginning his journey to Athens from Olympia. '

At 10 a.m., November 3rd, a short ceremony was held at Athens,
where the Flame was deposited in a miner's lamp from the Saar, and
then was placed on Qantas Airways, Ltd., on its Service EM532118
VHEAB. At the time the runner at Olympia was beginning his jour-
ney, the aircraft was departing from London for Frankfurt, Rome
and Athens. This Sydney flight picked up the Torch at Athens with
Captain A. B. Young and Captain J. G. Young flying the Torch from Athens to
Karachi, India. At Karachi, Captain Gay took charge, and flew the Torch
over Calcutta, Bangkok, Singa- ' : - .
pore, Djakarta, and thence to 7 } N g
Darwin, Australia. At Darwin, \ \
the Torch was transferred to
an RAAF Canberra aircraft and
flown to Cairns.

The Torch reached Darwin on -
November 6th, at 9:25 p.m., i
and with the timing schedule |
in excellent order. When the relay began |
from Cairns on November 9th, it required i
exactly 2,750 Australian athletes to carry i
the Torch to the Stadium for the Opening i
Ceremony at 4:32 p.m., November 22nd. i
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The Torch itself was made of aluminum.
There were 400 of them made and wused to
transfer the flame along the route. The
Torch was about 15 inches in length and
bore the words "XVI Olympiad 1956 Olympia
to Melbourne," and bearing the 5-ring sym-
bol. The Australian runners ran the 2,750
miles along Australia's coastline, averag-
ing approximately 7% minutes per mile.
Each runner was presented with a specially
designed commemoration medal for his par-
ticipation.
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We have the word of the Controller's
Office of Qantas Airways, that the special-
ly cancelled flight covers designated as
Torch Flight covers, and bearing Greek
stamps ACTUALLY were carried on the flight
moving the Torch itself! The Qantas people
were very cooperative in furnishing infor-
mation concerning all of its activities.
In fact, Qantas itself supplied many cach- .
ets for the FDCs of the pre-Olympic, Olym- , ! BENDIGo
pic and Torch Flight items, as its contri- (i iy
bution to Australia's success in holding \,“,1“L‘E
the Games. A\SS
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Philatelic activity was furious during
the Games of the XVI Olympiad. On the fol-
lowing pages, we show some examples of the

. notice paid to the ceremony of the Torch.
There were stamps, postmarks, special ca-
chets, vignettes, maximum cards, etc, to
emphasize this great symbolic ceremony ded-
icated to sports and international wunder-
standing. The outpouring of philatelic
items almost reached deluge proportions!

I
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OLYMPIANA THE OLYMPIC TORCH (tontinued)

; QvTiaovz: v s Committee gave parti-

B‘ﬁf,‘.'fv.'ﬁ“ e oW 5 cular prominence to

foo TR ' the story of the
Flame in 1956, and
its kindling ceremony
at Olympia. We can-
. IRy ST not do better than to
OLYMPIC e quote the summary ap-
TORCH e e pearing in Bulletin
FLIGHT du Olympigue, written
by Otto Mayer, Chan-
cellor of the Inter-
national Olympic Com-
mittee:
P.0, Box 59,
Albury, "The priestess of
NEW SOUTI WALES, AUSTRALIA the temple dedicated
to Zeus in Olympia,
stood at the East
side of the altar on
the ground of the
Stadium, and keeping
watch over the Sacred Fire of Olympia, while at the West side of this altar, within a
short distance, the priestess of the Pallas Athena's temple at the Parthenon in Athens
arrived attended by three other priestesses.

’l AUSTRALINS OVERSENS Arppief

"Standing on the foot of the column, she invoked Zeus, beseeching him to grant fire.
By the end of the invocation when Zeus sent lightning as the symbol of his approbation,
the priestess of Zeus' temple handed the Sacred Fire to the priestess of the Pallas A-
thena's temple of Athens. The two priestesses then, with their escort of
young girls who transported the Fire and carried baskets of flowers,
walked towards the altar where arrived the first athlete who knelt in
front of the first priestess who proceeded to 1light the torch that he
carried in his hand.

"Thereupon, followed the relay race to Athens. The last Greek runner
reached the Acropolis, where in front of the Propylaea, two soldiers of
the ancient days, wearing the uniform of the warriors of the battle of
‘thlWM Marathon, stood barring the way and forbidding him to pass. The athlete
then uttered 'I carry the Sacred Flame of Olympia' thereupon, the sent-
ries gave him leave to go past. Still running, he then reached the Par-
thenon when a choir of several hundreds of boys welcomed him with the singing of the
Olympic Hymn of Samaras (words by C. Palamas).

"The goddess Pallas Athena holding a spray of olive leaves gave her blessing to the
runner who approached the officials and handed the Flame to the President of the Greek
Olympic Committee. The President then proceeded with the lighting of the Saar miner's
lamp from the Sacred Fire of Olympia, and handed it over to the Consul General for Aus-
tralia in Greece.

The drama of the light-
ing of the Sacred Fire,
and of the accompanying
relay race with blazing
Torches can hardly be over
emphasized. True, they
had a pagan beginning, yet
this is also true of the
Olympic Games themselves.

o ,

e Ba s SR LS SR

i g———— B T M AT
4

In our modern age, it
is good to indulge in the
pagentry of a by-gone era,
and to hark back to the
3 ; Bh ) f best traditions of our an-

W R A ‘ilatelic Bur cestors. It is precisely
AAELBOUDﬁH; General Post ox;lcﬂ such dramatic features as
| the lighting of the Sacred

1
f o “e b eurno, Fire and the Torch relay
f ‘ Aastralia which makes the Olympic
Games so meaningful, and

:;;;ﬁ”* coes ' prevents them from Pecom-
ing sports carnivals.

The Greek Olympic
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OLYMPTANA
THE OLYMPIC TORCH (concluded)
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Above left: The Olympic Torch depicted on commemorative stamps from Romania, East
Germany, Australia, and South Korea. All were issued in 1956,

Above right: Cover carried on special Austrian Olympic flight, via the North Pole,
between Vienna and Melbourne. Flown by Scandinavian Airlines System, and has special
Australian pictorial cancellation on back, dated November 22nd, and used at the Olympic
Village at Melbourne.

Above: Pictorial cancellations wused at the XVI Olympiad in Melbourne, featuring
the Olympic Torch.
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Right: Official post-
card issued by Austrian
Olympic Committee +to raise
funds. Flown by SAS to
Melbourne, via the ©North
Pole, and backstamped with
pictorial Olympic Village
cancellation.
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"SPORTS AND RECREATION CHECK-LIST" - A REVIEW

I like this check-1list! It is handy, well-prepared, and of value to everyone who
needs to know the precise subject-matter depicted on every sports stamp. This Dbooklet
saved your editor several hours of valuable time that would otherwise have to be spent
thumbing through catalogues or searching through album pages.

Let it be fully understood that this is a check-list and not a catalogue. It is
not annotated, hence it cannot be recommended for those who seek detailed information,
3§§ecially write-up material, about each stamp. This check-list was intended to 1list
each sports stamp according to the activity depicted, the sports paraphenalia shown, or
in accordance with the circumstances surrounding the stamps' issuance.

This publication is invaluable for those who mount their collections according to
each individual sport, rather than chronologically within each country. With this check
list at your fingertips, you know instant-
ly and authoritatively which stamps can be
included under each sport or activity.

HENRY TRACHTENBERG
115 rue HOCHE

IVRY / SEINE / FRANCE

The numbers used in this check-list are
taken from Scott's Catalogue, hence that
publication 1is a necessary tool if the
reader is to extract any value from this
check-list. Foreign members, therefore,
should particularly note this requirement.

I note several deletions in our Presi-
dent's check-list: for example, his list-
ing of parachute-jumping facilities has o-
mitted Russia €72, issued in 1937,

I recommend this check-list as an ex-
cellent companion-piece to Carl-Olof En-
hagen's book, Sports Stamps. These two
works are complimentary, and supplement
each other to the eminent satisfaction of
your editor.

Priced at $3.00, this book is currently
available at the introductory price of on-

e
<88a¥e ly #2.00. Order from the American Topical
Association, 3306 North 50th Street, Mil-
waukee 16, Wisconsin, U.S.A. The name of
) the publication is: Sﬁorts and Recreation
Liny 3 Check-List, by Robert M. Bruce.
s .
“l ANNQUNCEMENT
“e Send for my
o Travis Land sincerely regrets that he

Pocket Catalogue of Sport has been unable to forward the current in-
sets..Price 50¢ .8tallment of the FALCON (SOKOL) series,
which will be continued in the November
issue of this Jjournal. At that time, the
1960 Olympic Relay Race will also appear.
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