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Lycurgus and Leonidas in Nazi German Ideology and 
Historiography 

 
 
Introduction 
During the Third Reich years, Sparta attracted significant attention from Nazi 
politicians, scholars, and intellectuals. Spartans were often praised, for propagandistic 
purposes, for their exceptional courage and patriotic self-sacrifice at war, and for the 
Spartan virtuous way of life. In Nazi eyes, the Doric city became an elitist and racially 
organized State model, which could pride itself on a rigorous and martial education. 
Since the association between the Greek and German race was well appreciated in 
Germany (already from the nineteenth century), Sparta was perceived as a city 
exceptionally closed to the German ‘Völk’ and even as an ancient prototype of the 
Nazi socialist State1.  
 To cite a noteworthy instance, Adolf Hitler himself showed great fascination 
with Sparta since the late 1920s, referring to the Greek city in some of his speeches 
and writings. In 1929, in front of the NSDAP party, he eulogized Spartan eugenics 
policy and selective infanticide, even identifying Sparta as ‘the purest racial State in 
history’ (der klarste Rassenstaat der Geschichte)2. It is also known that, on other occasions, 
the Führer expressed admiration for the way few thousand of racially “superiors” 
Spartan masters were able to dominate more than 350,000 “inferior” Helots3. 
 To further examine the political promotion and exploitation of the Spartan 
‘myth’ in the Third Reich’s imagination, this paper endeavors to identify the primary 
themes connected to two illustrious Spartan statesmen, the ancient lawgiver Lycurgus 
and the well-known king Leonidas. Therefore, the main focus will be on exploring a 
few clear cases in which Leonidas or Lycurgus have been explicitly mentioned and 
taken unambiguously into consideration. An investigation of this kind seems even 
more necessary because, unfortunately, there are nowadays instances of returning to 
some of these racial theories that seemed to have been safely disregarded. 
 The first section of the paper examines the Spartan presentation of Lycurgus 
as the German ideal of “Blood and Soil” in the political thought of the Minister of 

 
1 Among the most significant contributions on the importance of Spartan tradition and history during 
the decades of the Third Reich, see CHRIST 1996, 40-48; LOSEMANN 2007; LOSEMANN 2012, 275-
299; REBENICH 2017; ROCHE 2013. A good survey of the influence of Sparta on Nazi educational 
ideology may be found in ROCHE 2012.  
2 See LANKHEIT 1994, 348 (Nürnberg, 4. August 1929). References on Sparta and Spartan way of 
life in Hitler’s discourses and writings, can be found in LOSEMANN 2012, 273; ROCHE 2013, 105-106; 
REBENICH 2017, 696-697. About the reliability of the Spartan eugenic practices and the interpretation 
of the sources related, see HUYS 1996. 
3 TREVOR-ROPER 2000 (Hitler’s Table Talks), 116 (Nov. 5, 1941). 
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Agriculture, Richard Walther Darré. As we will see, the figure of Lycurgus was central 
in a curious pamphlet by Darré that compares the Spartan lawgiver with Chinese 
Confucius, entitled Vom Lebensgesetz Zweier Staatsgedanken. Konfuzius und Lykurgos (On 
Fundamental Principles of Two Political Philosophies: Confucius and Lycurgus, 1940). 
 Secondly, the focus is on a school textbook (published in the same year), 
composed for the Adolf Hitler Schools, entitled Sparta: Der Lebenskampf einer nordischen 
Herrenschicht (Sparta: The Struggle for Existence of a Nordic Master Race). This book, 
edited by Otto Vacano, presents some sections dedicated to Lycurgus’ legislation and 
glorious Leonidas’ death, collecting a selection of passages from ancient sources (such 
as Herodotus and Plutarch) and modern scholars (e. g. Berve, Vacano) about these 
two heroes.  
 The last part of the paper will offer a brief overview of the perception of 
Leonidas-myth in German military propaganda, focusing primarily on the parallelism 
between the sacrifice of Leonidas in the ancient battle of Thermopylae (480 BC) and 
the disastrous defeat of the German army in Stalingrad (1943), which marked a 
turning point of the entire history of the World War II. 
 
 
Richard Walther Darré and Lycurgus 
Richard Walther Darré was Hitler’s agriculture minister from 1933 to 1942 and a 
fundamental promoter of the National Socialist “Blut-und-Boden” ideology, based 
on the notion of a racially defined national body (“blood”) associated with the concept 
of land settlement (“soil”). He was also the main responsible for the Hereditary Farm 
Law (Reichserbhofgesetz, 1933), stipulating that only German farmers could possess 
hereditary farms (Erbhöfe), and ensuring that the lands would always remain in the 
same family, with the prohibition of property’s alienation. In addition to his political 
activity and National Socialist militancy that led him to become Reichminister, he 
published many books and articles on racial and agricultural topics, further developing 
the idea of the original “peasant character” of Indo-European peoples4.  
 The future Reichminister expressed his thoughts on Lycurgus’ Sparta firstly in 
his best-known work, Das Bauerntum als Lebensquell der Nordischen Rasse (The Peasantry 
as the Life- Source of the Nordic Race, 1929). In this volume, Darré praised Sparta’s 
rural structure and the division between Spartans and Helots, supporting the theory 
that Sparta was not a State of warriors, but rather a community of farmers. According 
to Darré, Sparta could provide an optimal paradigm for agrarian reforms in NS-

 
4 On racial utopias and eugenic projects in Nazi ruralism, see D’ONOFRIO 2007. In particular, on the 
role of Darré in these projects, see also the historical portrayal by BRAMWELL 1985. 
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Germany, since the ancient city had organized the land distribution and 
administration through the State’s direct control5.  
 Furthermore, Darré was particularly interested in Plutarch’s statements about 
inheritance laws, mentioning some passages explicitly from Lycurgus’ biography.  To 
support his reconstruction of Spartan agricultural history, he quoted some reforms 
imposed by the lawgiver (Lyc. 16), describing the infants’ examination and the 
assignment of one of the nine thousand lots of land to the healthy newborns6. 
However, when the number of pure full-blooded births declined, and Spartans were 
able to acquire more than one lot, the concentration of land in the hands of a small 
number of citizens was inevitable. Rather than in military defeats, Darré found, 
consequently, the reason for Sparta’s decline in the abandonment of the land 
regulations established by Lycurgus and in the “biological” degradation of the race7.  
 Despite his racial theory’s ridiculousness applied toward Sparta, in 1933 he 
wrote an unpublished manuscript exclusively dedicated to the ancient city, Sparta. Ein 
Staatsgedanke aus Blut und Boden, printed for the first time by V. Losemann only in 
20058; later, he also composed the volume dedicated to comparing Lycurgus and 
Confucius.  
 I focus now briefly on the short writing about the Spartan lawgiver and the 
ancient Chinese sage (Vom Lebensgesetz Zweier Staatsgedanken. Konfuzius und Lykurgos)9. 
Even a quick glimpse to the title shows that the attention towards Lycurgus (paired 
with Confucius) is more accentuated than in the other writings previously mentioned.  
In the introduction, Darré declares he aims at comparing Confucius’ China that has 
survived «through millennia to all the changing storms of destiny», to Lycurgus’ 
Sparta, which «fell into insignificance after a leading role for centuries». Since 
Confucius, born around 551 BC, was almost contemporary of the first ephor Chilon 
(580-560 BC), who contributed to Sparta’s renewal initiated by Lycurgus, the unusual 
parallelism is motivated firstly on a chronological basis10. 
 As for the Spartan lawgiver, Darré concentrates once again on his laws related 
to the division into hereditary lots, in order to preserve the land for the pure-blooded 
Spartans, a concept directly connected to the German Reichserbhofgesetz: «Lycurgus’ 

 
5 Darré offered an historical picture of Sparta, with an extensive analysis, in chapter IV “The Indo-
Germanic peoples and agriculture”, see DARRÉ 1929 (Das Bauerntum…), 162-182. Other numerous 
references to Sparta can also be found in chapters IX-X. For a detailed analysis of Darré’s views on 
Sparta within his works, see LOSEMANN 2005; LOSEMANN 2012, 274-275; 285-289. 
6 For the passage quoted by Lycurgus’ Life, see DARRÉ 1929, 421. 
7 See DARRÉ 1929, 173ff. 
8  See LOSEMANN 2005, 91-103. 
9  From his diary (23. Juni 1939), we know that Darré worked on this project during a stay in a health 
resort in Bad Gastein, and he was obsessed by the following formula: «Konfuzius × Lykurg × Altrom 
× Preußentum und × nordischer Gedanke = Deutschtum», see Stadtarchiv Goslar, NL Darré, Nr. 
484 (13. Heft) in LOSEMANN 2005, 115. 
10 See DARRÉ 1940 (Vom Lebensgesetz zweier Staatsgedanken…), 5-7. 
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state idea is rooted in the blood concept (Blutsgedanken) of Spartans and their way of 
life, which in turn was rooted in the hereditary farms (Erbhöfen)»11. Furthermore, Darré 
valued the Spartan education system positively, with the prominence of physical 
activity in Sparta and the public exhibition of naked bodies12. Indeed, from his 
National socialist perspective, the author went so far as to associate the Nazi concept 
of racial selection of “valuable” human bodies with the role of Spartan nudity in 
Lycurgus’ society13.  
 In the last section, the author highlights many similarities between Chinese 
and Spartan peoples. For instance, China is described as a patriarchal society, where 
ancestors’ worship is crucial and favorable to preserve the race. Just like Lycurgus, 
Confucius is also well appreciated for his educational methods of offspring14. In the 
pamphlet’s final page, the author concludes that both Confucius and Lycurgus could 
provide several valuable and decisive ideas for the National Socialist concept of the 
State15.  
 Lastly, it is worth noting that, despite scientifically worthless, Darré’s racist 
views on Sparta affected the ideology of the Nazi elite and influenced German 
scholarship, encouraging academic contributions on Spartan agricultural and social 
history, following the same line of interpretation16.  
 
 
Leonidas and Lycurgus as exempla in “Sparta: Der Lebenskampf einer 
nordischen Herrenschicht” 
The first edition of the textbook, published by the scholar and educationalist Otto 
Vacano, provided the Hitler Youth many excerpts on Spartan history, collecting an 
extensive selection of passages from both Greek authors and modern scholars (such 
as O. Vacano, H. Berve, H. Lüdemann).  

 
11 DARRÉ 1940 (Vom Lebensgesetz zweier Staatsgedanken…), 48: «[…] Der Staatsgedanke des Lykurgos 
wurzelt im Blutsgedanken der Spartiaten und ihrer Lebensordnung, die wiederum in den Erbhöfen 
wurzelte […]». 
12 DARRÉ 1940, 48-53. Darré also includes some images of physical exercises, such as statues of 
ancient Greek athletes, and modern pictures of young men or women doing exercises, see DARRÉ 
1940, 45; 51; 63; 69; 75; 81; 87. 
13 DARRÉ 1940, 50. About this passage of Darré’s text, see also LOSEMANN 2012, 289. 
14  DARRÉ 1940, 62-90. For the initial presentation of Confucius’ China, see DARRÉ 1940, 11-38.  
15 See DARRÉ 1940, 90: «[…] Wir beenden unsere lebensgesetzliche Betrachtung über die 
Staatsgedanken der Konfuzius und des Lykurgos. Wir können aus beiden Lehren für unser Deutsches 
Volk viel lernen. Konfuzius und Lykurgos können uns beide wertvolle und entscheidende 
Anregungen für einen nationalsozialistischen Staatsgedanken geben». 
16 Many publications and monographs on Sparta published in the 1930s referred unambiguously to 
Darré’s thought. For instance, Hans Lüdemann, a member of Darré entourage, published a volume 
in 1937, entitled Sparta. Lebensordnung und Schicksal. On Darré’s influence on Spartan debate, see 
LOSEMANN 2007, 453; REBENICH 2017, 697. 
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 All of this material, especially combined for didactic purposes, was grouped 
into sections, with headings indicating the lesson to be learned in the Adolf Hitler 
Schools.  A second version of the volume (1942/1943) was enriched with an extract 
from the speech delivered by Göring, before the debacle of Stalingrad, and 
mentioning Leonidas glorious sacrifice17.  
 Starting with a historical introduction, Vacano presents his Sparta as a 
prototype of the Aryan race, struggling for the long road to virtues and preserving 
racial purity. He also expressed approvals for both Lycurgus and Leonidas’ 
contribution to the Spartan history18. In fact, for Vacano, the lawgiver Lycurgus – 
legendary figure suspended between a man and a God – embodied the magnificent 
achievement of one or more outstanding men in the late seventh century19.  
 From the Nazi perspective, Lycurgus’s political action did not aim at creating 
a rigid scheme of laws, but at introducing an educational system that shaped the 
Spartans into a strong and responsible “Order of Leaders” (Führerorden)20. In fact, 
Spartan education (described mainly following Plutarch) did not release a citizen from 
his rigid discipline until old age, demanding during most of his life full obedience and 
use of all his strength for the kosmos21.  
 Later, celebrating the indomitable Spartan spirit, superior to the rest of the 
Hellenes, Vacano evoked the eternal glory of Leonidas, the savior of Greece against 
Persians and a significant paradigm for the German pupils: 

«Without the spirit of Sparta, which inflamed the armies of the Greeks, 
without the art of war and the courage of Sparta, the Greeks themselves 
would have lost their homeland [...] The death of Leonidas and his 300 
Spartans becomes an eternal example of military discipline and patriotic 
duty»22. 

 
 Leaving out unimportant details, the textbook additionally contained many 
texts from Plutarch (including passages from Apophthegmata Laconica, Lycurgus’ Life 

 
17 At the same time, in the second edition an excerpt from Hans Lüdemann’s essay was also removed. 
For the differences between the two editions and the specific contents of the textbook, see ROCHE 
2012, 321-322. On Göring’s speech, see the next paragraph. 
18 VACANO 1942/43, 7-26 (introduction). 
19 VACANO 1942/43, 11. 
20 VACANO 1942/43, 14. In Nazi ideology, the leadership principle applied not only to Hitler as the 
supreme leader but also to all the other sub-leaders, permeating the entire hierarchy. In this way, 
«every Political Leader (Politischer Leiter) was a “political Führer” and the entire Party was an Order 
of Leaders (Führerorden)», see NEUMANN - MARCUSE - KIRCHHEIMER 2013, 480. 
21 VACANO 1942/43, 17ff. 
22 VACANO 1942/43, 22: «Ohne den Geist von Sparta, der zündend die Heere der Griechen erfüllte, 
ohne Spartas Kriegskunst und Tapferkeit wäre damals nach dem Glauben auch der Griechen selbst 
ihr Land verloren gewesen [...]. Des Leonidas Tod mit seinen 300 Spartierten wird zum ewig 
leuchtenden Beispiel soldatischer Disziplin und vaterländischer Pflichterfüllung». 
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and the other Spartan Lives), Xenophon, Thucydides, or Tyrtaeus23. As for the 
translations of Greek sources about Lycurgus and Leonidas, the volume includes a 
long segment about the life and the achievements of the ancient lawgiver from 
Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus24, the first direct attestation of Lycurgus in Greek literature 
from Herodotus’ Histories25, and the account on Leonidas’ exploits from the latter 
historian26.   
 Nevertheless, it is interesting to note – as Helen Roche rightly pointed out – 
that some passage of the quoted sources, which did not correspond to an idealized 
picture of Sparta, were conveniently omitted27. For instance, in Herodotus’ version of 
the Thermopylae’s battle, Leonidas’ only acknowledged motivation for sending the 
other Greeks away was to save them28.  On the contrary, the original text contains an 
alternative explanation (which even Herodotus considers more likely), according to 
which Leonidas perceived that the allies were too discouraged and unwilling to take 
risks if fighting alongside him; without the help of other Greeks, he would have left 
a name of greater fame29.  The idea that the Spartan hero only acted out of contempt 
for other Greeks or out of personal glory was probably divergent from the image of 
selfless leader the textbook intended to offer; thus, it was conveniently eliminated30.  
 
 
‘Leonidas-myth’ and Stalingrad’s defeat 
Nazi propaganda used Leonidas’ paradigm even more consistently in association with 
Stalingrad’s battle (1943), glorifying the inevitable defeat as a righteous sacrifice for 
the nation. Stalingrad was not only a breakthrough in the course of the war, but also 
marked a significant turning point in the use of Sparta in the Nazis’ propaganda 
strategy31.   
 The Nazi elite did not hesitate to refer to the Spartan virtues, encouraging 
German troops to continue to fight even if the catastrophe was inevitable. On 30 
January 1943, Hermann Göring addressed an infamous discourse (Appell an die 
Wehrmacht) to the Armed Forces, encouraging the troops to imitate Leonidas and his 
300 Spartan soldiers, preparing the to face the “glorious” defeat: 

 
23 For the sources included by Vacano, see also ROCHE 2012, 322-333. 
24 VACANO 1942/43, 29-46 (Plutarch: Leben und Leistung des Lykurg). 
25 Hdt. 1.65; translated in VACANO 1942/43, 46 (Herodot über Lykurgs Werk). 
26 VACANO 1942/43, 61-67 (Herodotus on Thermopylae). 
27 See ROCHE 2012, 324. 
28 VACANO 1942/43, 65.   
29 Hdt. 7.219-220. In this passage, regardless of these two alternatives, Herodotus presents the final 
resistance, in defense of the Greeks, as a deliberate choice of Leonidas; see VANNICELLI - CORCELLA 
2017, 570-571. 
30 See ROCHE 2012, 324. 
31 WATT 1985, 871. 
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… My soldiers! Most of you will have heard of a similar example from the 
great and formidable history of Europe. Even though at that time the 
numbers involved were small, ultimately there is no difference in the deed 
as such. Two-and-a-half thousand years ago, an infinitely brave and daring 
man stood in a narrow pass in Greece with 300 of his men; Leonidas stood 
with his 300 Spartiates - men from a race famed for its courageousness 
and daring. An overwhelming majority, ever-renewed, constantly engaged 
this small troop. The heavens darkened from the number of arrows which 
were shot. Then, too, it was an onslaught of hordes which crushed the 
Aryan men here. A formidable number of warriors were at Xerxes' 
disposal, but the 300 men did not yield or tremble; they fought and fought 
a futile battle - yet one far from futile in its significance […]32.  

 
 Thus, once again, the Aryans are overwhelmed by oriental hordes, this time 
incarnated by the Russians instead of the Persians. Later, Göring incorporated a 
famous ancient epigram, often attributed to Simonides, for the fallen ones at the 
Thermopylae: «Stranger, when you reach Sparta, tell them that you have seen us lying 
here, as the law commanded»33. The equivalent in Nazi imagination may sound, thus, 
like this: «And once again in the history of our own days will it be said: When you 
reach Germany, tell them that you have seen us fighting at Stalingrad, as the law, the 
law of the safety of our people, commanded us»34. To inculcate German Nazi boys 
with this ideological lesson, the discourse was included, as we have seen, in “Sparta: 
Der Lebenskampf” textbook.  
 Beyond the military propaganda, the difference of proportion between the fall 
of a small contingent in antiquity and the mass slaughter of a modern army is crystal 
clear. Furthermore, while the Spartans could defend themselves until the end of the 
battle, even without hope, the German soldiers’ situation was quite different, since 
many losses were caused by strategic military mistakes, or by hunger and cold. 
Therefore, the myth of the Battle of Thermopylae served to convey the interpretive 
model of active heroism and voluntary self-sacrifice, helpful to represent the battle of 
Stalingrad from a more favorable point of view.  
 In this perspective, despite the severe defeat, the German armies defended 
their homeland threatened by an enemy invasion, like the Spartans, in order to 
achieve, later, the final victory against the enemies (respectively Persians and 

 
32 See VACANO 1942/43, 120:  For an English translation of this section of the speech, see ROCHE 
2013, 109. 
33 See Hdt 7.228: «Ὦ ξεῖν', ἀγγέλειν Λακεδαιμονίοις ὅτι τῇδε | κείμεθα, τοῖς κείνων ῥήμασι 
πειθόμενοι». In Germany the translation from Herodotus’ text made by Schiller became particularly 
famous, see Der Spaziergang (1975), ll. 97-98. 
34 For both versions of the epigram, see VACANO 1942/43, 120: «Wanderer, kommst du nach Sparta, 
so berichte, du habest un shier liegen gesehen, wie das Gesetz es befahl!»; «Kommst du nach 
Deutschland, so berichte, du habest uns in Stalingrad liegen gesehen, wie das Gesetz, das heißt, das 
Gesetz der Sicherheit unseres Volkes, es befohlen hat». 
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Russians). Consequently, the manipulation of Leonidas’ myth and the combination 
Stalingrad-Thermopylae was widely exploited by means of Nazi propaganda35. 
 At the end of 1943, the Spartan king also inspired an aviation unit called the 
“Leonidas-Staffel” (“Leonidas Squadron”), otherwise officially known as the 
Luftwaffe KG 200 (Gruppe V). This peculiar nickname had been precisely chosen 
because in the squadron there were young fighter pilots who volunteered to fly suicide 
missions; they were trained with the collaboration of the flying heroine Hannah 
Reitsch, chief test pilot of the German Luftwaffe. However, despite these dark 
premises, the “kamikaze” Spartan missions conducted by the Leonidas Staffel were, in 
the end, restricted to very few operations, mainly documented for the final desperate 
efforts to defend Berlin in April 194536. 
 
 
 Overall, the Third Reich contributed to propagate idealized representations of 
Lycurgus and Leonidas, two statesmen that became symbols of Spartan (and German) 
virtues. The ancient lawgiver’s political myth attracted many academics and political 
leaders; for instance, as we have seen, Lycurgus’ distribution of lands and inheritance 
regulations were especially appreciated by Darré. On the other hand, Leonidas’ death 
was the most remarkable example of self-immolation to serve a higher cause and, 
thus, was integrated into military propaganda to a greater extent.  
 In conclusion, while Lycurgus was mostly admired for introducing excellent 
legislative and educative reforms, worthy of emulation by the Reich, Leonidas 
embodied the supreme German martial bravery, and the total subordination of 
individuals to the nation to be achieved at all costs as a triumph– or, at least, as a 
memorable defeat. 
 
  

 
35 See WATT 1985, 873-877; ALBERTZ 2006, 293-299. 
36 On the suicide German unit dedicated to Leonidas, see CHAPOUTOT, 376. 
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