The Ancient Olympics

1. Greek Gods

2. Greek Gods

3. When Where Why?

4. The Altis or Sacred Grove of Zeus

5. Training and Preparation

6. Countdown to the Games

7. Running

8. Pentathlon and Wrestling

9. Discus

10. Javelin

11. Women in Greek Society

12. Women in the Ancient Olympics

13. Boxing

14. Equestrian Events

15. Long Jump

16. Cheating and Bribery

17. Marathon

18. Prize Giving

19. Mascot

20. Decline and Revival

21. Women in the Modern Olympics

22. Olympic Quiz

23. Assessment

Notes

There are notes for a possible 22 classes but not all classes need to be taught and not all information has to be covered in class.  


Overview

The Ancient Games were essentially a religious affair, being held in Olympia, a site sacred to Zeus supreme ruler of the Greek Gods.  If students have no knowledge of Ancient Greece it would be a good idea to start with the gods and the importance of religion in Greek society.  There is information provided on the creation myth, how the Greeks believed their world evolved also about where the gods lived, what they looked like etc.

There is also a map of Greece provided and from it the students can see that Greece is a mountainous country surrounded by sea.  So they would have depended on any fertile land they had and fishing and trade from the sea.  Because of the mountainous terrain Greece was not a united territory but had city-states, which governed themselves and were quite often at war with other city-states.  It was necessary to have a well-trained army ready to go to war.  Many of the Games at the festivals in Ancient Greece had their origins in war, javelin being a useful example.  There was even a running race in full armour, which must have been fun to watch, but it did have its serious side, emphasising the need to have fit and well trained men ready to fight for their cities.

The Games were held every 4 years in Olympia in honour of the god Zeus.  People from all over the Greek world as far as Sicily and Africa would come to watch the games.  There was a truce called when the Games were on and it was forbidden to fight – violators were fined heavily. There were four major Games or Pan Hellenic, one at Delphi in honour of Apollo, one at Corinth in honour of Poseidon and another at Nemea also in honour of Zeus.  Athletes competed to win only.  ‘It’s not the winning but the taking part’ would have been a totally alien concept to the Ancient Greeks.  Some athletes went home in shame because they had not won.  Second or third place did not count! The emphasis was always on the individual, the athlete striving to be the best that he could possibly be. If he won he was awarded the crown in the presence of the God Zeus.  In keeping with the emphasis on the individual there were no team sports.
The site of Olympia

The site of Olympia contained many religious buildings, in the sacred area known as the Altis and athletic areas such as the stadium, hippodrome and Palaistra.  There was also accommodation to house the officials and VIPs.  There is no evidence to show that Olympia was used at times other than when the Games were on.    The Altis contained the magnificent temple of Zeus with its huge statue of Zeus  - one of the Wonders of the Ancient World.  There was also a Great Altar for sacrifice to Zeus, temples to the wife of Zeus, Hera and his mother Rhea.  Other buildings included an hotel, a dining hall and there was even a swimming pool. Olympia was destroyed by earthquakes and floods after the Games had died out in the late 4th Century AD and was rediscovered and excavated in the 19th century.  These excavations inspired Baron Pierre de Coubertin to revive the Ancient Games.

Training and preparation.
 Every boy from 12 years onwards went to school in the Palaistra.  The Palaistra was an open sports area with a colonnade surrounding it.  Every city had at least one of these and men of all ages went here to train.  Again this emphasises the war like nature of society.  The boys were trained by a paidotribe a trainer who gave instructions in wrestling, running jumping.  Gymnastes were another type of trainer.  The best athletes competed at the national festivals, Olympia being the most important.  Diet was considered important and various diets were used.

Countdown to Games

The Hellanodikai or Judges came from the nearby city of Elis and were in charge of running the Games.  They were known for their honesty and fairness and all the Judges were Eleans.  For 10 Months before the Games the athletes had to train in their hometowns and swear not to enter any other competitions.  Failure to do this would lead to disqualification.  

One month before the Games the athletes would come to Olympia and under the watchful eye of the Hellanodikai were subjected to a harsh regime of training.  If they were not fit enough they were disqualified.  Two days before the Games the Athletes with their trainers and Judges walked to Olympia a distance of some 58 kilometres.  Meanwhile people were gathering at the site from all over the Greek world.

The Games

The Games took place over the course of 5 days.  Also held at Olympia were Boys competitions, contests for Heralds and Trumpeters, public prayers and sacrifices, speeches and recitals by philosophers, historians and poets.  Included in the notes is information on the games listed below.  Not included is the vicious Pankration, which is a mixture of Boxing and Wrestling

Running

Pentathlon and Wrestling

Discus

Javelin

Boxing

Equestrian Events

Marathon


Not all these classes need be given.  Choose topics, which would interest students, the most.  Another topic for class work, which would compliment the Ancient Olympics, could be Greek Theatre. The Ancient Greeks also had festivals held in honour of the god Dionysus.   The main festival was called the Dionysia, also a five-day festival held in Athens, which had processions and sacrifices followed by drama competitions.  

There are three classes on Women and again not all classes have to be covered.  There is one class on Women in Greek society, there is another class on Women in the Ancient Olympics and class material dealing with Women in the Modern Olympics.  

Women were not allowed to participate in the Games and not only that; married women were banned from watching the Games.  It is not known exactly why this is so, perhaps for religious reasons.  There is also a class on Women in the Modern Olympics.  No women were allowed to take part in the first Olympics and Pierre de Coubertin founder of the Modern Olympics was strongly against them participating.  Gradually the numbers of women rose, and also the number of events in which they were allowed to participate.

Cheating and bribery

There is no evidence of drug taking in the Ancient Olympics but athletes did cheat.  They did this by fixing matches and by bribery.  It would be useful to make a comparison between the incidents of cheating in Modern Olympics and the Ancient Olympics.

Mascot
This is a fun class where the students get to design their own mascot for an Ancient Olympiad.  First explore what a mascot is, then look at the mascots of recent Games, and discuss what message they convey about modern society.  Then think about Ancient Greece and their Games.  What kind of mascot would be suitable for Games that were dedicated Zeus ruler of the Gods?

Olympic Quiz
The questions can be ‘tailored’ to suit the material that the students have covered.

Assessment

Assessment could be by essay or project focusing on an aspect of the games that interest a particular student.  Students could be asked to imagine that they were present at an Olympic Games and to write an essay about their experiences at the 5 day long event.  Hints and guidelines given.

It would be appreciated if Teachers teaching this module could provide the TY Committee with some feed back  -comments and suggestions greatly welcomed.
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