It’s the final count down to the festival

Getting the site ready

The Olympic festival lasted for five days but the preparations took nearly all of the preceding year.  There is no evidence to show that the sporting facilities at Olympia were used during the period between the festivals so the site would have been neglected and quite overgrown.  Any undergrowth had to be cleared, the courses had to be dug and levelled and the sand pits prepared. There would also have been repairs and general tidying up of the buildings and monuments in and around the sanctuary. 

Ten months to go 

Hellanodikai - all from Elis

Hellanodikai were the most important officials at the Games.  Their name means ‘Greek Judges’.  They started their preparations for the games ten months beforehand.  They had their own special residence in Elis a town 58 kilometres from Olympia, all the Judges were from Elis and the Eleans had a reputation for honesty and fairness.  They were chosen by lot and there were usually ten of them. One of them acted as overall supervisor and the rest were divided into three groups, each presiding over different events.  The first group organised the equestrian events, the second the pentathlon and the third the remainder of the competitions.  They wore robes of purple.

The athletes too were in strict training in their hometowns.  They had to swear an oath to say that they were in training. If it was proven that they did not stay in their hometown to train before the games they were fined and disqualified from the Olympic Games.

One month to go.

Competitors did not train at Olympia but were required to live at Elis and train under the strict supervision of the Hellanodikai.  There were three gymnasia at Elis and the market place was used as a practice track for the horse races.  The Hellanodikai were particularly busy during this month of compulsory training.  They disqualified those who were not fit, checked on parentage and Greek descent, and resolved any disputes.  

The training was quite harsh and athletes had to stick to a strict diet and obey every word of the Hellanodikai.  The Athletes were usually accompanied by their trainers. 

Two days to go.


Two days before the festival began, Hellanodikai, athletes, and trainers set out from the town of Elis, and walked the 58 kilometres to Olympia.  They followed the Sacred Way along the coast stopping to sacrifice a pig at the fountain of Piera.  They camped overnight and next day reached the site of Olympia.  They must have found this very tiring particularly the athletes, as they had to begin the competition the next day. 
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At the same time people from all over the Greek world would have been making their way to Olympia. Princes from Sicily and southern Italy sailed up the river in big barges, and ambassadors came from various towns.  The rich came in chariots and on horseback but the poor came on donkeys and on foot.  Food sellers came loaded with supplies, as there was no town near Olympia.  Artisans came to make little statues that the pilgrims could buy to make an offering to Zeus.  Booths and stalls were set up and tents and huts were erected.  The poorer people would sleep out in the open under the summer skies.  There was also a hotel or magnificent guesthouse known as the Leonidaion, in which only official delegates were given accommodation.  By sunrise on the first day of the Games there was probably not a single space left from which to see the events.
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Model of Olympia with the Leonidaion in the foreground.  This was a hotel for visiting officials and VIPs.  The palaistra and the gymnasium are behind it.

Something to think about.  

How much time and preparation is involved in the Olympic Games of today?
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Worksheet

1. Describe the work done by the Hellanodikai.

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________


2. Where did the Athletes do their month of compulsory training? 

________________________________________________


3. What happened two days before the Olympic Games began?

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________


4. What was the Leonidaion?

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

Are we there yet? …..





Are we there yet?…..





Leonidaion





Palaistra
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