
Lost in Translation: What are στελμονίαι? 

Xenophon’s Κυνηγετικός presents an interesting exercise in translation.  The fragmentary 

condition of the manuscripts has led to some doubt concerning its authenticity as one of 

Xenophon’s works (Schmoll, 1989), but it is Xenophon’s apparent creation and use of the term 

στελμονίαι that has led to a variety of translations, some misguided (Blane, 1788; Lenz, 1828; 

Talbot, 1859; Watson, 1898), that seem to miss the apparent function of the term.  The term is 

used only by Xenophon and appears only twice in his corpus; specifically only in the 

Κυνηγετικός 6.1.  The term appears in a description of how hunting dogs should be dressed for 

the hunt, along with δέραια and ἱμάντες, and suggests that στελμονίαι are distinct from the other 

trappings in their function to τὰ γένη φυλάττωσιν. 

This paper explores the history of the translation of the Κυνηγετικός with a particular 

examination of how στελμονίαι has been translated since the translation of the Κυνηγετικός into 

Latin in 1460 (Marsh, 1992) until the recent English translation in 2001 (Doty, 2001).  Focusing 

on its function to ‘guard the breed’, this paper suggests that the current manner of translating 

στελμονίαι simply as belts (noted as chastity belts in some cases (Doty, 2001)) implies a function 

inconsistent from the manner of handling hunting dogs prescribed by Xenophon and misses what 

appears to be a unique item used to preserve the safety of these specially trained dogs.   In a 

careful etymological study of στελμονίαι and the additional words in the passage, it is evident 

that Xenophon prescribes a type of belt that will protect the dog from injury, less than protecting 

it from breeding.  Moreover, this paper explores the relative importance of hunting, especially 

hunting dogs, in the ancient Greek world as opposed to that of the Roman, illustrating the 

differences in culture represented by the respective time periods of various authors and 

Xenophon’s explicit directions for the handling of hunting dogs. 
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