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THE PURSUIT OF THE OLIVE CROWN 
 

Peter Mountford 
 

[This paper was delivered as the Allen Memorial Lecture in 2008 as a PowerPoint presentation with 
many illustrations. The paper has been adapted for publication with a smaller number of illustrations. All 
the photographs from which these illustrations are taken are the author’s own.] 

 
If the Modern Olympic Games are to equal the achievement of the Ancient Olympic Games, they 

will have to continue until the year A.D. 3108 without interruption. This is because, though the Mod-
ern Games began in 1896, they were interrupted by the two World Wars. The Ancient Games contin-
ued to be held from 776 B.C. till A.D. 385 without any interruption for war. They must, therefore, 
rank as one of the longest lasting human endeavours. 

Some of the earliest depictions of sporting activities in western civilisation come from the Minoan 
period. In Building B of the excavations at Akrotiri on the island of Santorini was found a fresco 
showing two young boys boxing [Fig. 1]. This fresco probably dates from the seventeenth century 
B.C.1 At Knossos on Crete excavators uncovered the famous bull-leaping fresco, probably dating 
from the sixteenth or fifteenth century B.C. In the Herakleion Museum in Crete is a steatite rhyton 
with scenes of boxing, wrestling and bull-leaping, probably dating from the fifteenth century B.C. An 
early Greek myth is that of Theseus. In this myth Minos, king of Crete, sent his son, Androgeos, to 
compete in games organised by Aegeus, king of Athens and father of Theseus. When Androgeos won 
all the events, Aegeus sent him to deal with the Bull of Marathon. Androgeos was killed by the bull. It 
was a penalty imposed by Minos for his death that required Athens to send youths and maidens as 
victims for the Minotaur. Though we have no way of knowing when the myth originated, the events 
which it relates belong to the Minoan/Mycenaean period. 
 

 
Fig. 1: Boxers from Building B, Akrotiri. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. 

 
The earliest literary accounts of games in western literature are in Homer.2 In Iliad 23 Achilles or-

ganises funeral games in honour of his close friend Patroklos. The events of these games are a chariot 
race, boxing, wrestling, running, an armed fight, throwing a lump of iron, archery and throwing the 
                                                             
1 Many dates are highly debatable, but it is not the purpose of this paper to enter such debates. I have taken the 

eruption of Santorini, which buried Akrotiri, as 1628 B.C. 
2 Most authorities would now put the composition of the Iliad and Odyssey in the eighth century B.C., at about 

the same time as the Ancient Olympic Games began. The events of the two epics belong to the Mycenaean 
Age, with most authorities placing the Trojan War in the late thirteenth or early twelfth century B.C. 
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javelin, almost all of which were part of the Ancient Olympic Games. In Odyssey 8 the Phaeacians are 
enjoying games during the visit of Odysseus. Their events were running, wrestling, jumping, throwing 
the discus (which Odysseus won) and boxing. In Virgil Aeneid 5 Aeneas holds games to commemo-
rate the first anniversary of the death of his father Anchises. The events of his games were a boat race, 
boxing, running and archery.3 Virgil wrote his epic in the first century B.C., but he was describing 
events which belonged to the period of the Trojan War, and was much influenced by Homer in the 
way in which he composed his epic. 

Pausanias states that Iphitos of Elis restored the Olympic Games on the advice of the Delphic Ora-
cle so that he could avert plague and civil wars.4 Pausanias suggests some mythological origins for the 
games.5 Two of these are supported by the sculpture of the temple of Zeus. One is that they were held 
by Herakles, whose labours are commemorated in the temple’s metopes. Herakles would belong to 
the period before the Trojan War. The second is that they were games in honour of Zeus held by 
Pelops, one of the key figures in the temple’s east pediment. He would belong to the same period as 
Herakles, perhaps the late fourteenth or early thirteenth century B.C., based on the date for the Trojan 
War. It is quite possible that various games were being held during the Mycenaean period. The Parian 
Marble places the beginning of the Isthmian Games in 1259 B.C. and the Nemean Games in 1251 
B.C.6 The first games, which we refer to as the Ancient Olympic Games, were held in 776 B.C. and 
began historical dating. There are some who argue that the games could not have been held any earlier 
than 704 B.C.7 They base their claim on the evidence of dating of wells at the site of Olympia. The 
games ran continuously at least until A.D. 385, the year of the last recorded victors.8 In A.D. 393 the 
emperor Theodosius banned all pagan worship and the sanctuary at Olympia fell into disuse. The 
games were not interrupted by war, even foreign invasion. For example the seventy-fifth games were 
held in 480 B.C. in spite of the Persian invasion.9 

The Ancient Olympic Games were held every four years as a religious festival in honour of Zeus. 
The period between each set of games was known as an Olympiad. The site of Olympia on the banks 
of the Alpheios River was in Elean territory, about forty kilometres from Elis itself. It was a religious 
site. It can be shown that the cult of Zeus was established in the late eleventh century B.C. and was 
linked to a prehistoric tumulus, which was later thought to be the tomb of Pelops. From 776 B.C. the 
games were linked to the religious festival. The sanctuary did not just celebrate athletic victory, but 
also military success, as is evidenced by the helmet of Miltiades and the Nike of Paionios.10 Figures of 
the goddess Nike (Victory) were prominent at Olympia. The statue of Zeus in the temple of Zeus held 
Nike in its right hand. 

Games were held as part of festivals in many places in the Greek world. In the first half of the sixth 
century B.C. there was a great increase in the building of gymnasia and stadia, as well as the produc-
tion of vases connected to games, the production of statues and the composition and performance of 
epinikia (victory odes). The major games, which were known as Panhellenic and the circuit (perio-
                                                             
3 It can be a worthwhile exercise to compare Virgil’s description of events with those of Homer in the Iliad. 
4 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.4.5-6. Pausanias wrote in the second half of the second century A.D. 
5 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.8.1-4. 
6 The Parian Marble is the name given to engraved fragments from the sixth century B.C. shrine of Archilochos 

on the island of Paros. The fragments give a list of events from mythical times to the third century B.C.  
7 Mallwitz (1988). 
8 Hippias of Elis first produced a list of winners in the fifth century B.C. The list was revised by others includ-

ing Aristotle and Eratosthenes. In the third century A.D. Africanus produced a list which which ended in A.D. 
217. In 1994 a bronze plaque was excavated in the athlete’s clubhouse at Olympia, which listed winners from 
the first century A.D. to A.D. 385 [Young (2004), 135]. 

9 Hdt. Histories 7.206; 8.26. 
10 Miltiades dedicated his helmet and one taken from the Persians in celebration of his victory at Marathon in 

490 B.C. The Nike of Paionios celebrates a victory by the Messenians and Naupaktians over the Spartans c. 
420 B.C. [Pausanias 5.26.1] 
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dos), were Olympia for Zeus (from 776 B.C.) [Fig. 2], the Isthmia for Poseidon (from 582 or 580 
B.C.) [Fig. 3], Delphi for Pythian Apollo (from 586 or 582 B.C.) [Fig. 4] and Nemea for Zeus (from 
573 B.C.) [Fig. 5], perhaps with the following arrangement: 

572 B.C. Olympia (probably in mid-July) 
571 B.C. Nemea (probably in late July or early August) and Isthmia (perhaps in April) 
570 B.C. Delphi (probably in late August or early September) 
569 B.C. Nemea and Isthmia 
568 B.C. Olympia11 

 

        
                   Fig. 2: Stadium at Olympia                           Fig. 3: Starting line, 6th cent BC stadium at Isthmia 

                                   
      Fig. 4: Stadium at Delphi          Fig. 5: Stadium at Nemea (track set for Revival Games June 1 1996) 
 

The Ancient Olympic Games could only be entered by those who were free Greeks, which ex-
cluded foreigners and slaves. The games celebrated their Greekness (Hellenism), not as a Greek na-
tion, but as having the same genealogy, the same culture and gods, and the same language. This feel-
ing rose to great heights after the defeat of the Persians in 490 and 479 B.C. Themistokles was 
cheered by the crowd at the games in 476 B.C.12 Competitors came from all over the Mediterranean. 
They had to be able to convince the organisers of the games that they were free and Greek. For exam-
ple, Philip II of Macedon was successful in horse events in 356, 352 and 348 B.C. He was able to 
prove that his ancestor Alexander had proved himself to be of Argive descent.13 After Mummius took 
Corinth and Greece became a Roman province in 146 B.C., Romans were able to compete. The first 

                                                             
11 The Great Panathenaia (games in Athens) in late July or early August began in 566 B.C., though the Parian 

Marble says that the first Panathenaia was instituted by Erichthonius in 1506 B.C. Though they were clearly 
important games, they were not recognised as part of the circuit.  

12 Plut. Them. 17.2. 
13 Hdt. Histories 5.22. 
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Roman winner was Gaius in a dead heat in the dolichos in 72 B.C.14 They were all trying to aspire to 
Peleus’ instruction to Achilles (Iliad 6.208) ‘Always to be the best and excel over others’. 

The games were known as agones (contests). The Ancient Olympic Games began with a single 
event, the stadion run over 600ft (192.28m).15 It is possible that the race was initially a torch race in 
which the winner won the right to light the fire on the altar of Zeus. The winner of the stadion in 776 
B.C. was a local cook from Elis, Koroibos. He gave his name to the first games, as did subsequent 
winners of the stadion to their games. The stadion remained the only event until the diaulos (two lap 
race) was introduced in 724 B.C. and the dolichos (long distance race) in 720 B.C. Most events were 
in place by 648 B.C., though the last new event, the boys’ pankration, was not introduced until 200 
B.C.  

Initially the games were judged by the king of Elis, though the people of nearby Pisaia ran the fes-
tivals in 748, 660-572, and 364 B.C. In 584 B.C. there were two judges, known as Hellanodikai, in 
480 B.C. nine (3 for equestrian, 3 for the pentathlon, 3 for other events), in 348 B.C. ten. Originally 
the position was hereditary and for life; later the judges were chosen by lot from the Eleans for one 
games only. Judges could exclude athletes, fine them or physically punish them. A significant pun-
ishment was to instruct the offender to produce one of the Zanes (statues of Zeus).16 The bases of six-
teen of these statues remain on the approach to the stadium. Pausanias explains this process with ex-
amples.17 Eupolos of Thessaly bribed the other boxers in 388 B.C. and Kallipos of Athens the other 
pentathletes in 332 B.C., though both remain on the list of winners. The boxer Apollonius of Alexan-
dria (the Sprinkler) arrived late in A.D. 93 and blamed his late arrival on adverse winds, but a fellow 
competitor, Herakleides, stated that he was busy winning prizes in Ionia. He was expelled from the 
games and compelled to add to the number of Zanes. Herakleides was awarded the crown without a 
contest (akoniti). Apollonius was a bad loser. He put on his gloves and hit Herakleides who had al-
ready been crowned as winner. Kleomedes of Astypalaia killed Hikkos of Epidauros in the boxing in 
492 B.C. He was condemned by the judges and lost his victory, though he is still listed as a winner. 
He was so upset by the disgrace that he went mad, destroyed a school and its pupils, and mysteriously 
disappeared.18 Elean judges were renowned for and were respected for their fairness. 

In the Olympic year heralds went throughout the Greek world to announce the Olympic truce (per-
haps for three months) to allow people to travel to and from the games. This meant that all hostilities 
ceased and free access was allowed to the country of the Eleans, which was declared neutral and in-
violable. Sparta was excluded in 420 B.C. for attacking Lepreon. It is doubtful, however, if war really 
stopped during the Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.C.). All armed individuals or units were forbidden 
entry to Elean territory. No death penalty was to be carried out during the truce.  

Athletes had to be at Olympia for one month’s training prior to the games and had to show that they 
had trained for the previous ten months. There were professional trainers. The length of the training 
period would suggest that competitors would have needed some financial support. The games were 
probably held in mid-July. Until 684 B.C. they took place on a single day. This was extended to two 
in 680 B.C. and three in 632 B.C. Eventually by 472 B.C. it had become a five day festival with a 
programme perhaps as follows: 
                                                             
14 Tiberius Claudius Nero won the tethrippon in 4 B.C. and his son, the emperor Tiberius, in A.D. 17. Special 

games were held for the emperor Nero in A.D. 67. There were special events too and few dared to compete 
against him. He won competitions for heralds, tragedy, lyre playing, the chariot race for foals, the te-
thrippon, and a race for a ten-horse chariot. 

15 At Delphi and Nemea the stadion was only 178m. We do not know how long it was at Isthmia as the ancient 
stadium is buried partly under the modern road, but it is thought to be the same length as Olympia. 

16 If Zanes existed in the modern era, we would see Zanes dedicated by Ben Johnson, Marion Jones, East Ger-
man athletes and swimmers, Bulgarian weightlifters, Greek sprinters et al. 

17 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.21.2-8. 
18 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.9.6-8. 
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Day 1. The taking of the oath and registration. 
Day 2. Equestrian events and pentathlon. 
Day 3. Day of the full moon. Sacrifice of 100 oxen (hecatomb). Boys’ stadion, wrestling, box-

ing and pankration. 
Day 4. Stadion, diaulos, dolichos, race in armour, wrestling, boxing, pankration. 
Day 5. Parade of winners and awarding of prizes. Sacrifices to the gods for victory. Banquet 

for the winners.19 

The judges ruled on eligibility to compete and decided whether those between 12 and 18 should 
compete as boys or men. It is probable that during the month’s training at Olympia the judges decided 
whether the athletes were fit to compete. Training was usually accompanied with flute music. Weights 
were also used. In the museum at Olympia is a stone weighing 143.5kg. [Fig. 6]. It has an inscription 
in which Bybon boasts of having lifted the stone above his head with one hand. Diet was probably 
very important. Pythagoras introduced the idea of diet at Croton, a Greek settlement in southern Italy. 
Croton enjoyed considerable success in the period from 588-480 B.C. Once an athlete had entered and 
been accepted, he could not withdraw. Pausanias records one example of a withdrawal. In A.D. 25 the 
pankratist Sarapion of Alexandria took fright at the sight of his opponents and fled. He was fined.20 

 

 
Fig. 6: Bybon’s Stone (143.5 kg). Olympia Museum. 

 
Athletes could be given a bye. The ephedros, the man sitting down waiting, was used if there was 

an uneven number of contestants for contests which needed pairs. The ephedros was chosen by lot 
and went through to meet the winner of the preliminary rounds. The judges could award an 
uncontested victory (akoniti – literally: not in the dust). Perhaps this was initially for wrestling only, 
but we know of examples in boxing and the pankration, e.g. Theagenes of Thasos in 480 B.C. Win-
ning was everything. There was no honour or prize for coming second or for taking part. Athletes 
even prayed for victory or death.  

The priestess of Demeter, who had a special seat on one side of the stadium, and virgins were al-
lowed to attend the games.21 Married women, however, were forbidden and could be thrown to their 
death as punishment, if caught attending, though there is no recorded instance of the penalty being 
imposed. The famous story of a woman being caught attending is that of Kallipateira, daughter of Di-

                                                             
19 This is one possible programme (Finley and Pleket (1976), 27-42). Others, such as Swaddling (1980), have 

other suggestions.  
20 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.21.18. 
21 Regilla, wife of Herodes Atticus, who donated buildings to many sanctuaries, was priestess of Demeter. 



PETER MOUNTFORD 

58 

agoras of Rhodes, who won the boxing in 464 B.C.22 Her brothers were also Olympic victors: Akousi-
laos in the boxing in 448 B.C., Damagetos in the pankration in 452 and 448 B.C., Doreios in the 
pankration in 432, 428 and 424 B.C. Her husband died before their son Peisodoros could compete. 
Kallipateira took on his training and went with him to Olympia in 404 B.C. She dressed as a man, but 
in her excitement at her son’s victory in the boys’ boxing her dress came adrift and her sex was re-
vealed. She was forgiven because her family had such an outstanding record at Olympia.23 To prevent 
a recurrence, trainers were required to appear naked like athletes from that time onwards. Women 
were not entirely prevented from participation in games, as separate games in honour of Hera (the 
Heraia) were held for women at Olympia. They ran only five-sixths of the stadion. The separate start-
ing line for the women can still be seen in the stadium [Fig. 7]. 
 

 
Fig. 7: Women’s starting line at Olympia with men’s in the background 

 
Some think that women were prevented from appearing because the athletes competed naked. This 

view is disproved by the fact that virgins were allowed to attend. Pausanias states that Orsippos of 
Megara lost his loin-cloth in winning the stadion in 720 B.C. and that others saw the benefit of run-
ning naked.24 Others suggest that the Spartan Akanthos was the first to run naked or that Hippomenes 
passed a ‘naked’ law for the Athenian Games after a runner lost because he tripped over his loin-cloth 
as it fell off. Thucydides writes that ‘not many years have elapsed since they ceased to wear loin-
cloths’.25 The nakedness was also associated with the oiling of the body, which may have prevented 
loss of moisture and improved stamina. Much training took place in gymnasia and the root of that 
word is the Greek gumnos which means ‘naked’. 

Our knowledge of the way in which the various events were staged is much enhanced by Greek 
vase painting. Athletic events were a very popular subject matter for vases. In addition we have some 
sculptures, such as the Diskobolos (Fig. 13), and low reliefs, such the statue base in the National Ar-
chaeological Museum in Athens (Figs. 10 and 18). Without all this visual evidence, our understanding 
of the events would be very limited. Our knowledge of events and winners is thanks to Hippias of Elis 
who first compiled a list of winners about 400 B.C. This was added to by Aristotle, Eratosthenes and 

                                                             
22 Diagoras was known as a very fair fighter, direct and courageous, because he did not duck and weave. 
23 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.6.7. 
24 Paus. Guide to Greece 1.44.1. 
25 Thuc. The Peloponnesian War 1.6. 
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Sextus Julius Africanus among others. In 1994 a bronze tablet was found at Olympia which listed vic-
tors of the first century A.D. until A.D. 385.26 

 

 
Fig. 8: Starting gate (hysplex) at Isthmia with the starter in his pit. 

 

 
Fig. 9: Starting mechanism, Nemea 

 
The running events were of differing lengths, though the stadion remained the premium event. It is 

the equivalent of the modern 200m. The diaulos (400m) was run over the length of the stadium, round 
a turning post (kampter) and back to the start.  The dolichos was probably twenty lengths of the sta-
dium (4000m). The race in armour with shield, greaves and helmet was probably two lengths of the 
stadium. At venues other than Olympia the hippios (800m) was run. The Greeks went to great lengths 
to ensure that the start was fair. Athletes lined up on a stone line (balbis, which literally means ‘a 
rope’) behind the hysplex (starting mechanism) with their feet in the grooves of the balbis. We are 
lucky that we can see two possible versions of the hysplex. The first at Isthmia probably proved to be 
unreliable [Fig. 8]. For this the starter (aphetes) held cords attached to each starting gate and by pull-
ing them at the same time ensured that all gates opened at the same time. In 1996, inspired by the 
University of California at Berkeley, games were held at Nemea. For these games a starting mecha-
nism which relied upon torsion was recreated [Fig. 9]. This was probably the method used at Olympia 
and Delphi too.  Whichever method was used, the starter (aphetes) shouted ‘apite’ (go!) as he released 
the mechanism. The three judges presumably stood at the finishing line and decided the winner, by 
majority if necessary, as is illustrated by Pausanias’ story of Eumolpus of Elis.27 For the stadion com-
petitors ran in lanes, but for the longer races had to jostle for position at the turning posts. It is possi-
ble that for the diaulos they ran up one lane and back along the next lane, as is suggested by the layout 

                                                             
26 Young (2004) 135. 
27 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.3.7. 
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for the revival games at Nemea [see Fig. 5].  This would limit the field for each heat to about ten 
competitors, as there were 20 or 22 lanes.  Pausanias tells us that only the winners of the heats were 
allowed to compete in the final.28 We have no way of knowing how fast they ran the shorter races, but 
there is some information which can tell us how fit some of them were. One of the most remarkable of 
all ancient athletes was Leonidas of Rhodes who won the stadion, diaulos and race in armour at four 
successive Olympics from 164-152 B.C. It is very rare for the winners of the sprint races at the Mod-
ern Olympics to successfully defend their crowns at the next Olympics.29 It is also very rare for mod-
ern athletes to compete in the sprints as well as the 400m.  In 490 B.C., according to Herodotus, 
Pheidippides ran from Athens to Sparta (about 230kms) in two days to ask for help against the Persian 
invasion. This is about the same pace at which the ultra-marathoner Yannis Kouros ran from Sydney 
to Melbourne in the 1980s.30 2000 Spartans ran the same distance, presumably in armour, but too late 
to take part in the battle of Marathon. Africanus relates that Ageus of Argos won the dolichos in 328 
B.C. and ran home to Argos (about 110kms) the same day to announce the victory. The story of the 
run from Marathon to Athens after the battle comes from Plutarch, but is probably untrue.31 It does, 
however, give the name to the longest running race in the Modern Olympic Games. 

Each of the physical contests had its own rules. Wrestlers probably competed in an upright stance, 
and three falls on the back, shoulder or hip were required for a victory [Fig. 10]. The boxers wore soft 
leather binding (himantes) round their wrists and hands to strengthen them. In due course these bind-
ings were reinforced with hardened leather (oxeis himantes—‘sharp thongs’) which would do more 
damage to an opponent. These are well illustrated by the famous statue of the Boxer from the Palazzo 
Massimo in Rome [Fig. 11]. In Roman times the boxers had their gloves (caestus) made more damag-
ing by the addition of iron or lead. There were no rounds and contests usually ended with a knockout. 
Body blows were almost unknown, as the head was the target. Stamina was very important, as fights 
initially required agility and speed. Melankomas of Caria won the boxing in A.D. 45 and 49. He is 
said to have never been hurt, nor to have hurt anyone. He used his hands to ward off blows and 
danced around till his opponents were exhausted. Fights slowed down when the gloves were able to 
inflict more damage. The fight would continue until one contestant was knocked out or conceded by 
raising a finger. The pankration was the most violent of the contact sports. It was a mixture of wres-
tling and boxing (though no gloves were worn). The only things which were forbidden were gouging 
and biting. The contest continued until one of the contestants conceded by raising a finger [Fig. 12]. 
The pankration produced the only posthumous victory in the Ancient Olympic Games. Arrachion of 
Phigaleia (a small settlement not far from Bassae in the Peloponnese) had won the pankration in 572 
and 568 B.C. He was defending his title in 564 B.C. His opponent held him in a scissors grip and was 
throttling him with his hands. Arrachion broke one of his opponent’s toes. The pain from this made 
his opponent raise a finger to concede. Arrachion could not be revived, but was awarded the prize be-
cause his opponent had conceded.32 There are other recorded deaths in these contact sports. At Nemea 
the boxer Kreugas was also given the prize after he had been killed by Damoxenos.33 Sostratos of Si-
kyon was known as ‘Fingertips’, because he used to catch hold of his opponent’s fingertips, bend 
them back and never let go until he surrendered.34 He won the pankration in 364, 360 and 356 B.C., 
as well as winning twice at Delphi and twelve times at Nemea/Isthmia. Polydamas of Skotoussa in 
Thessaly, who won the pankration in 408 B.C., is said to have killed a lion with his bare hands, to 

                                                             
28 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.12.3 and 6.13.4. 
29 Usain Bolt successfully defended his crowns at London in 2012 before this paper was published. 
30 Hdt. Histories 6.105-6. 
31 Plut. Mor. De glor. Ath. 347c. 
32 Paus. Guide to Greece 8.40.1-2. 
33 Paus. Guide to Greece 8.40.3-5. 
34 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.4.1. 
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have pulled a hoof off a bull and to have held back a racing chariot.35 Kapros of Elis won the wres-
tling and pankration on the same day in 212 B.C.36 Theagenes of Thasos won the boxing in 480 B.C. 
and the pankration in 476 B.C.37 He entered the boxing in 480 B.C. to spite Euthymos, who won in 
484, 476 and 472 B.C., but, when he had beaten him, he was unable to compete in the pankration. He 
was fined two talents, one for Zeus, the other for Euthymos.38 

 

 
Fig. 10: Wrestlers from statue base c.510 BC. National Archaeological Museum, Athens 

 

     
Fig. 11: Boxer 3rd-2nd century BC          Fig. 12: Pankratists. Red figure cup,  
        Palazzo Massimo, Rome       Museum of Ancient Olympics, Olympia 

 
The events of the ancient pentathlon were the stadion, the discus, the javelin, the long-jump and 

wrestling. Mythology makes Jason the initiator of the pentathlon, as he wanted to honour Peleus, who 
was second to others in all events except the wrestling which he would win. This perhaps suggests 
that the two best performed athletes over the first four events met in the wrestling to decide the win-
ner. Aristotle wrote that pentathletes were the best because they were naturally endowed with both 
strength and speed. We can only guess how the winner was decided. There may be a clue in the story 
of Tisamenos in Pausanias.39 ‘There was a prophecy that Tisamenos was going to carry off five very 
famous contests. So he trained for the Olympics [in 492 B.C.], but was beaten, though he came first in 
two events. He beat Hieronymos of Andros in the running and jumping, but was beaten in the wres-
tling and lost his victory. So then he understood the oracle: the god was going to enable him through 

                                                             
35 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.5.4-6. 
36 Paus. Guide to Greece 5.21.19. 
37 One source says that he won 1300 victories at games in all. 
38 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.6.5-6. 
39 Paus. Guide to Greece 3.11.6. 
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divination to win victory in five battles; the first of these was the Greek victory over the Persians at 
Plataea [in 479 B.C.].’ Perhaps any athlete who won three events was declared the winner. It seems 
more likely, however, that the leading two contestants were decided by some points system and com-
peted for the crown by wrestling. 

Ancient discuses were bigger than those used today. Surviving examples range from 17 to 32 cms. 
The weight of the surviving examples ranges from 1.3 to 6.6kgs. It is assumed that all the pentathletes 
threw the same discus so that the competition was fair. It is thought that competitors were allowed 
five throws each. We do not know whether competitors spun round like modern discus throwers or 
simply swung back their arm and released the discus as they swung through [Fig. 13]. We know that 
Phayllos threw a discus 95ft (about 30m). 

The javelin was thrown with the assistance of a thong which was attached to the shaft of the jave-
lin. The thong was then looped round one or two fingers. This may have been designed to make the 
javelin spin like a rifle bullet and achieve greater distance. Or the fingers in the loop gave extra impe-
tus to the javelin as they were released. The javelin was thrown with a run-up in much the same way 
as it is today. 

 

           

     Fig. 13: Roman marble version of Myron’s  Fig. 14: Jumping weights (halteres). Museum of 
        Diskobolos. Palazzo Massimo, Rome                    Ancient Olympics, Olympia 
 

The long-jump was significantly different from the modern event, because jumpers used weights 
(halteres) [Fig. 14]. We know from Pindar’s fifth Nemean that a pit was dug out for the jumping and 
filled with soft sand or soil. We do not know whether the jumpers used a run-up or it was a standing 
jump, though vase-paintings suggest the former. It is assumed that the weights in the hands were first 
swung forward to help momentum and then swung back and the weights probably released to give 
final momentum. This must have required great skill and timing. The timing was probably helped by 
the rhythm given by a flute-player. There has been much discussion as to whether the jump was a sin-
gle jump or some form of multiple (triple) jump. This is because ancient sources say that Phayllos 
jumped 55ft (just over 16m) and Chionis 52ft. It is quite possible that both the ancient sources are 
wrong in what they claim.40 Bob Beamon jumped 29 ft (8.9m) in the long-jump at the Olympic 
Games at Mexico City in 1968. Modern triple-jumpers leap about 18m (58ft). 

                                                             
40 Zenobius 6.23 gives details about Phayllos. The facts about Chionis are given in Africanus’ list. 
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Equestrian events were held in the hippodrome. This was to the right, as one enters the present sta-
dium, on flat ground nearer to the River Alpheios. There were various chariot and horse races. The 
first event introduced was the tethrippon (four-horse chariot) in 680 B.C. [Fig. 15]. The synoris was 
for two-horse chariots, the apene a chariot pulled by two mules, though this only lasted for about fif-
teen games in the fifth century. Events for foals were also introduced. The keles was a horse race first 
run in 648 B.C. One for foals was introduced much later. The kalpe (a trotting race for mares), like the 
apene, lasted only for a short period. There was a spine (embolon) down the middle of the track so 
that each circuit was about 4 stades (800m) and the chariots completed twelve circuits (nearly 10kms). 
There was a very complicated starting device (hippaphesis) in the shape of a triangle, which was de-
signed to give the horses an equal chance. The outside horses started first and each inside horse 
started as those outside passed their staggered starting-gate. When the starter pulled the lever, an eagle 
rose and a dolphin fell. The complicated starting mechanism was devised by the Athenian Kleoitas, as 
we know from a statue base in Athens.41 The winner of the equestrian events was the owner of the 
horses, not the jockey or the charioteer. This means that a woman could win, though it is not clear 
whether this would allow a married woman to enter the sanctuary to be awarded her prize on the final 
day. Kyniska, daughter of the Spartan king Archidamos, was the first woman to win the chariot race 
in 392 B.C. Because an Elean judge won in 368 B.C., no Elean entries were allowed from 364 B.C. so 
that there could be no implications of bias. Charioteers had to be very skilful, especially to avoid the 
many crashes, most of which happened at the turns. Jockeys probably rode bareback, though they may 
have used a saddle-cloth [Fig. 16]. They merely had reins to control the horse. The keles was six cir-
cuits, about 5kms (the Melbourne Cup is 3.2kms). In Athens there was a special tomb for the horses 
of Kimon, son of Stesagoras, because they won three Olympics in a row (536, 532, 528 B.C.), though 
in 532 B.C. they were entered by Peisistratos, not Kimon. Aura, the mare of Pheidolas of Corinth, 
threw her rider, but came first and was declared the winner in 512 B.C. Alkibiades won the tethrippon 
in 416 B.C. Philip II, the father of Alexander the Great, won the horse race in 356 B.C., the tethrippon 
in 352 B.C. and the synoris in 348 B.C. 
 

   
Fig. 15: Charioteer mounting chariot. Black figure cup,                 Fig.16: Horse and jockey 3rd-2nd century BC 
              Museum of Ancient Olympics, Olympia.                            National Archaeological Museum, Athens. 

 
The Olympic Games also had contests for trumpeters (salpinktes) and heralds (kerukes). The trum-

peter Herodoros of Megara won the contest for trumpeters for ten successive games (328-292 B.C.). 

                                                             
41 Kleoitas, son of Aristokles made me (a statue)—he who first invented the starting-gate for the horses at 

Olympia. 
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He is said to have been 160cms tall and to have had a voracious appetite (5kgs of bread and 8kgs of 
meat per day, washed down by 6 litres of wine!).42  

The evidence of vases and other artefacts suggests that there were other sports which may have 
been part of competitions elsewhere. A vase in the Louvre shows swimmers, another in the Louvre a 
torch relay. The lid of the Tomb of the Diver at Paestum shows a man diving from a platform [Fig. 
17]. A statue base from the National Archaeological Museum shows a game something like hockey 
(keretizein) [Fig. 18] and one like handball (sphaira episkyros). A vase in the British Museum shows 
another form of handball called ourania. There is evidence that boat races were part of the 
Panathenaic Games.43  

 

 
Fig. 17: Tomb of the Diver c. 480 BC. Paestum Museum. 

 
Fig. 18: Game resembling hockey from statue base c.510 BC. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. 

 
Immediately after victory the winner was crowned with a red headband and was given a palm 

branch [Fig. 19]. On the fifth morning there was a parade of all victors who were crowned with the 
olive wreath.44 This was the sole prize at Olympia. Much more important was the undying fame and 
wealth. Many were honoured by Pindar in his odes, for example Xenophon of Corinth, winner of the 
stadion and pentathlon in 464 B.C., in Olympian 13. There is evidence that the cost of such immor-

                                                             
42 Miller (2003), 11. 
43 With tongue in cheek I even suggested that cricket was played, as the statue of the faun from the House of 

the Faun at Pompeii looks like Dennis Lillee coming in to bowl, and a statue in the Vatican Museum also 
looks like a bowler. 

44 At the Isthmia the wreath was originally of pine but later of wild celery, at Delphi it was of laurel, and at 
Nemea it was of wild celery. 
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talisation was three thousand drachmas.45 Presumably this sum of money, which would amount to 
nearly ten times the average yearly income at the end of the fifth century B.C., was either paid by the 
winner’s city or by a wealthy sponsor.46 The winner’s city might reward him with a large sum of 
money, a house and free food, and might erect a statue in his honour either at Olympia or in his home 
city. We know that in the sixth century B.C. Athens limited to 500 drachmas the amount which could 
be paid to any citizen for victory at Olympia and 100 for victory at the Isthmia.47 Croton in southern 
Italy, among others, seems to have attracted athletes with financial inducements. Athletes from Croton 
won the stadion six times in the eleven Olympics from 588-548 B.C. and six times in the seven from 
508-484 B.C. Between 548 and 508 B.C. Croton seems to have put its support behind the famous 
wrestler Milo.48 At the Panathenaic Games the winner of the stadion, for example, won one hundred 
jars of olive oil (and the man placed second twenty jars) enough to live on for at least three years.49 
There is clear evidence that some athletes made a good living from success at games, even if the 
original prize was only a wreath. They were not the aristocratic amateurs, as portrayed by Avery 
Brundage and as many scholars have mistakenly or falsely portrayed.50 Most Olympic victors were 
honoured with a statue at Olympia. In book six of his Guide to Greece Pausanias describes at least 
230 statues in his catalogue of winners. It is also a catalogue of Greece’s most famous sculptors, such 
as Pheidias, Polykleitos, Pythagoras and Lysippos. Pausanias gives a reason for choosing these par-
ticular statues. ‘I shall not even cover all those statues which are actually standing there, as I am well 
aware who obtained the wild-olive by drawing a bye and not by bodily strength. Those I shall mention 
are the ones with some genuine distinction, or whose statues were better as sculpture.’51 Smith calcu-
lates that the cost of a bronze statue in the third century B.C. was about 3000 drachmas.52 An ode by 
Pindar or a statue by a sculptor like Lysippos, paid for by a grateful city or sponsor, would secure 
immortality for the successful athlete.53 If a city was prepared to invest such sums of money in this 
way, and was prepared to reward victors with houses and food, it is not unreasonable to think that it 
would give financial support to a promising athlete so that he would have the best chance to bring 
glory to the city. It seems far less likely that the city only supported the athlete after a victory.  

 
Fig. 19: Competitors and winners with palms. Floor mosaic. Museum of Ancient Olympics, Olympia. 

                                                             
45 O’Sullivan (2003), 78. 
46 It is calculated that the average daily wage at this time was a drachma. 
47 Plut. Vit. Sol. 23. 
48 Milo was clearly one of the outstanding athletes of all time. He won the boys’ wrestling in 540 B.C., the 

wrestling in 532, 528, 524, 520 and 516 B.C. He lost in 512 B.C. to a younger man who exhausted him. He 
had seven victories at Delphi, nine at Nemea, and 10 at the Isthmia. He was renowned for feats of strength, 
but met a sad end when his hand became stuck in a tree trunk which he was trying to pull apart and he was 
killed by wolves. [Pausanias 6.5-8] 

49 From an inscription of about 400 B.C. 
50 For further discussion of this see Young (1984) and (2004). For a contrary view see Pritchard (2003) who 

sets out to disprove Young (1984). 
51 Paus. Guide to Greece 6.1.2. 
52 Smith (1991), 11. 
53 The odes were accompanied by music and performed by a chorus which sang and danced. 
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Not everyone, however, admired athletes. Euripides (484-406 B.C.) has one of his characters say 
that there are ten thousand evils in Greece, but none worse than athletes.54 Some believed that gymna-
sia were an excuse for paedophilia. The philosopher Xenophanes (c570-475 B.C.) said ‘If a man wins 
a victory at Olympia with the speed of his feet, in wrestling or boxing, in the pentathlon or pankra-
tion, his fellow citizens look up to him in awe. He is given a prominent seat of honour at public games 
and, at public expense, he receives free board and a large gift, which would be a treasure for him. He 
would get all those things, yet he is not as worthy as I am. For my wisdom is better that the strength of 
human or horses. It just is not fair to rank strength above my wisdom’.55 Socrates (469-399 B.C.) in 
Plato’s version of his defence speech is reported to have said ‘There is nothing more fitting for such a 
man [i.e. Socrates] than free board at public expense. It is much more fitting than if some one of you 
wins at Olympia. Because that person just makes you seem blessed, but I cause you to be blessed; be-
sides the athlete does not need the support, but I do.’ 56 Isocrates (c. 400 B.C.) said ‘I am astonished at 
how many cities decide that those who succeed in athletic competitions deserve greater rewards than 
those, who, through mental exertion, come up with something useful.’57 Later commentators are even 
more blunt. Galen (second century A.D.) said ‘All natural blessings are either mental or physical. Ath-
letes have never even dreamed of anything mental. They are so lacking in reasoning that they don’t 
even know if they have a brain. They cannot think logically at all—they are as mindless as dumb ani-
mals.’58 Dio Chrysotom (first century A.D.) has Diogenes say ‘These useless men (athletes) ought to 
be cut up and served at a banquet. … I really believe that athletes have less intelligence than swine.’59 

The Ancient Olympic Games came to an end when Theodosius banned pagan worship in A.D. 393. 
The site of Olympia was rediscovered in 1776 by William Chandler. There were minor French exca-
vations in 1829. The Germans began excavating in 1875, and between then and 1881 removed about a 
quarter of a million tons of silt which covered the site to a depth of three or four metres. There were 
further excavations from 1937 to 1966, and again from 1985 to the present day. The first Modern 
Olympic Games were held in Athens in A.D. 1896 [Fig. 20]. There 285 men competed in 42 events in 
ten sports. One of the events was the first running of the marathon, from Marathon itself to the sta-
dium in Athens, to commemorate the perhaps fictional run after the victory in the battle in 490 B.C. 
Credit for the revival of the games has always gone to Baron Pierre de Coubertin (1862-1937), a 
French aristocrat who thought that French youth lacked the physical education apparent in England. It 
was he who stated that the most important thing in the Olympic Games is not to win, but to take part, 
just as one of the most important things in life is not the triumph, but the struggle. David Young has 
claimed that the role of de Coubertin was much less important than usually thought. He explains how 
the work of the Greek poet Pangiotis Soutsos from the 1830s onwards led to the Olympics held in 
Athens in 1859. He was helped by the wealthy Greek Evangelis Zappas, and the work of Dr W.P. 
Brookes of Wenlock, Shropshire, who held the first Wenlock Olympic Games in 1850. Brookes’ work 
at Wenlock led to National Olympic Games which were held at Crystal Palace in London in 1866. In 
1870 similar games were held in Greece. De Coubertin met Brookes at Wenlock in 1890, where spe-
cial Wenlock Olympic Games were held in his honour. He thinks that de Coubertin in fact did little 
for the 1896 games, but that most of the work was done by Demetrios Vikelas. Brookes died shortly 
before the 1896 games. The first games were a great success. Though the French took part in them 
and won four events, they largely ignored them and de Coubertin. The games held in Paris (1900) and 
St Louis (1904) were failures. In 1906 games were held again in Athens, but they have never been 

                                                             
54 Ath. 413c quoting from Euripides’ Autolykos. 
55 DK 21 B 2.1-12. Cf. Marcovich (1977).  
56 Pl. Ap. 36e. 
57 Isoc. Paneg. 1-2. 
58 Galen Exhortation to Medicine 10-12. 
59 Dio Chrys. Or. 7.11. 
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recognised as modern Olympic Games (even Jacques Rogge would not in 2003). The games in Lon-
don in 1908 and Stockholm in 1912 seemed to get the games on their feet again. Initially the games 
were for amateurs only. For example Jim Thorpe lost his medal at Stockholm because he earned 
money from sport. This changed at Seoul in 1988, though many competitors until that time had been 
shamateurs.  

 
Fig. 20: Stadium, Athens. Site of the 1896 Olympic Games 

 
The Ancient Olympic Games had eighteen events with about three hundred competitors before a 

crowd of perhaps 40,000 sitting on the grass banks surrounding the stadium. At the Modern Olympic 
Games held in Sydney in 2000 there were three hundred events with over ten thousand competitors 
from two hundred countries. Events in the purpose-built stadium were held in front of a crowd of 
90,000. I have to admit that I have lost interest in the modern games as they have grown bigger and 
bigger with the inclusion of many sports which should be competed for in world championships. They 
have been marred by the issue of drug-taking and claims of bribery involved in the process of the 
awarding of the games. Most host cities have lost considerable amounts of money for holding the 
games. It is hard to justify such a waste of money. I would prefer a return to something more akin to 
the simplicity of the ancient games.  

In this paper I have tried to present a summary of the origins, history, events, and competitors of 
the Ancient Olympic Games and the way in which the games were revived in the nineteenth century 
A.D. I have only scratched the surface, as there is so much that can be written, and has indeed been 
written. In the bibliography are some of the books which would provide more detail for those who 
seek it. I hope that the paper has at least explained why the Olympic Games were such a fine example 
of human endeavour.  
 
University of Melbourne 
mounty_classics@yahoo.com.au 
 

 
Glossary of terms 

 
stadion – one length of the stadium (about 200m) 
diaulos – two lengths of the stadium (about 400m) 
hippios – four lengths of the stadium (about 800m – not at Olympia) 
dolichos – long distance race (about 4000m?) 
balbis – starting line 
hysplex – starting device 
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kampter – turning post 
apetes – starter 
halteres – jumping weights 
ephedros – bye 
akoniti – an uncontested victory 
pankration – wrestling cum boxing 
himantes – leather thongs used as boxing gloves 
himantes oxeis – gloves with added hard leather strips 
caestus – boxing gloves 
hippaphesis – staring device for equestrian events 
embolon – spine down the middle of the horse-race track 
keles – horse race 
kalpe – trotting race for mares 
tethrippon – four-horse chariot race 
synoris – two-horse chariot race 
apene – chariot pulled by mules 
salpinktes – trumpeters 
kerukes – heralds 
keretizein – play a game something like hockey 
sphaira episkyros – some form of handball game 
ourania – another form of handball game with the loser carrying the winner on his shoulders 
 

 
Introduction of the events (all dates B.C.) 

 
776 stadion 
724 diaulos 
720 dolichos 
708 pentathlon and wrestling 
688 boxing 
680 tethrippon 
648 keles and pankration 
632 boys’ stadion and wrestling 
628 boys’ pentathlon (just for this games) 
616 boys’ boxing 
520 race in armour 
500 apene (until about 450) 
408 synoris 
396 competitions for trumpeters and heralds 
384 tethrippon for foals 
268 synoris for foals 
256 foals’ race 
200 boys’ pankration 
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