The Altis or Sacred Olive Grove
The Altis was situated at the centre of the site of Olympia. It measured over 180 metres along each side and was bordered by a wall.  It contained the temples of Zeus and other official buildings.

The Great Altar of Zeus

The third day procession and sacrifice was a tradition of every Olympic Games. It was a reminder of what the Games were really about – to honour Zeus, King of the Gods.  The third day was chosen for the Olympic procession and sacrifice because it was right in the middle of the 5 day long Games.

A trumpet blared and the procession travelled all the way around the Altis.  First came the judges, then the ambassadors from the Greek city-states that had sent their athletes.  Finally at the rear came the hundred oxen that were to be sacrificed on the Great Altar of Zeus.
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The Sacrifice

When all was ready, slaves drove the oxen forward to the Altar and killed them one by one.  The bodies of the dead beasts were then butchered.  Their thighbones were carried up the steps to the top of the altar and burned as an offering to Zeus.  The remainder of the carcasses were carried off to provide meat for the public feasts that evening.  The ashes left from each sacrifice were mixed with water from the river and then pasted onto the altar.  This hardened year by year, so that the height of the altar was increased.

The Temple of Zeus Olympia
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The temple like most Greek temples was built to house the image of the god. Entry was usually restricted to priests but sometimes visitors were allowed to visit the temple. 

The colossal figure of Zeus was made of gold, ivory and wood.  This type of statue was called a chryselephantine (gold and ivory).  According to Pausanias a writer from the 2nd century AD there was a spiral staircase to an upper floor, which enabled visitors to take a closer look at the god.  The image of Zeus was reflected in a pool of oil, which was intended to prevent the ivory statue drying out. 

Pheidias was the sculptor who designed the statue and supervised its construction in a workshop close to the temple. Pheidias had already made a gold and ivory statue of the goddess Athena for the Parthenon in Athens.  The seated figure of the god was 13 metres high.  On its head was a crown made of gold olive leaves.  The statue’s right hand held a figure of Nike, the winged goddess of victory.  In its left hand was a sceptre.  It must have been an amazing sight. 

At the end of the 4th century the statue was looted and taken to a palace in Istanbul, but it was destroyed by a fire, which razed many of the buildings in Istanbul in Ad 475.
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The Sacred Altis Worksheet

1. What was the Altis?

_______________________________________________________________


2. Describe what happened at the Great Altar of Zeus.

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________


3. Who was the architect who designed the Temple of Zeus?

_______________________________________________________________


4. What did the statue inside the temple look like?

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

5. Who designed the statue? What eventually happened to it?

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________



6. What is a Nike?

_______________________________________________________________



7. What was the sacred olive tree used for?

_______________________________________________________________



8. Who was Hera?  What did women usually place in her temple?

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________



9. Who was Rhea?

_______________________________________________________________


10. Who was Philip of Macedon’s famous son?

_______________________________________________________________



11. Which Irish Actor played the role of this ‘Great’ soldier and king?


_______________________________________________________________



Further activity

Imagine you are in the Altis at the great sacrifice to Zeus.  Write a description of your surroundings and the actual sacrifice.


Reconstruction of the Great Altar of Zeus where one hundred oxen were sacrificed to Zeus on the middle day of the Olympic festival 





The temple was a huge building resting on thirty-four columns.  It took ten years to build and was finished by the middle of the 5th century BC.  Many fine sculptures adorned the temple including panels representing the twelve labours of Herakles, the legendary creator of the games. It was designed by an architect named Libon.





I’m a chryselephantine statue!  That means I’m made of gold and ivory.  I am 13 metres high and in my right hand I am holding a Nike (victory) statue and a sceptre in the other hand.  Pheidias the sculptor made me.  





The Philippeion 


This circular building was dedicated by Philip of Macedon. He won several chariot races at Olympia.  It is likely that his famous son ‘Alexander the Great’ 


Supervised the completion of the monument. 





Other places of interest inside the Altis





The Temple and Altar of Rhea. 


Rhea was the mother of Zeus 





The Temple and altar of Hera


Hera was the wife (and sister!) of Zeus.  Winners in the Games for Hera, held for women at Olympia dedicated paintings of themselves in her temple.





The Sacred Olive Tree was one of a number originally planted by Herakles, and from it the Olympic crowns were made





The Nike, or victory statue stood before the Temple of Zeus.  It was placed on top of a pillar 9 metres high
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