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‘It has been said by… Aristodemos of Elis, that starting from the 27th Olympiad, the 
athletes were recorded ... the past victors being omitted; and the Elean Koroibos, 

stadion victor  at the 28th was the first to be recorded … That Olympiad <the 28th>was 
registered as the first, after which the Hellenes had started counting the years’ 

Eusebios of Kaisareia 
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Horsemen worldwide believe that the first modern equine sport, jumping 
obstacles, was initiated in its competitive form somewhere in Ireland, in 1863/4.  
However, we need to go back about 2,800 years to find the first site of equestrian 
contests, i.e. to Olympia (Fig 4.1) and its Hippodromos (hippos = horse, dromos 
= road, run; racetrack). 
 

    

 

Fig 4.1, left : Four major festivals (periodoi as they were periodical) were held in ancient Greece. 
Three sites were in the land of Pelops: Olympia for the Olympic, Nemea for the Nemean, and 

Corinth for the Isthmian festivals. Pythia were held in Delphi at the southern tip of the mainland. A 
festival was held in Athens as part of the Panathenaia, but was considered a local event. Over 
the centuries more city-states held festivals modeled on the Olympics but few went as far as to 

demand the right to term these as ’Olympic’. Invariably, the Eleans denied such requests. 

Right:  The site of Olympia enlarged. The area south and west of the Altis (gray lines) was prone 
to flooding from the rivers Alpheios and Kladeos, which converged southwest of the site. 

Earthquakes in the 4th century CE followed by more floods devastated the sanctuary. By the time 
of Chandler’s visit in 1776, the Altis grounds were lying under several layers of mud and silt.  

  

Paradoxically, the rediscovery of Olympia over two centuries ago was the 
result of work by a little known British antiquarian of the 18th century, Richard 
Chandler (1738-1810).  It was purely by accident that, while working on a mission 
for the British Society of Dilettanti, Mr. Chandler struck the fertile grounds of Elis 
in 1776 – a neat coincidence since the ‘official’ opening of the first Olympiad is 
dated at 776 BCE.   
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It is doubtful whether we would ever know as much as we do about the 
ancient Olympics had it not been for Chandler’s good fortune. We might even 
have imagined that Pindar’s Olympia, just like Homer’s Troia or Herodotos’ Aigai, 
was a purely mythical site. Chandler’s chance discovery was especially fortunate 
because he was able to overcome the geological catastrophe which had been 
responsible for concealing the Olympic site and its glory (Figs. 4.2-3). 
 

 

Fig 4.2 A design of the grounds of the Altis specially drafted by the Trustees of the British 
Museum for The Ancient Olympic Games exhibit. On a scale of 1:200, it faithfully reproduces the 

buildings, monuments and landscape as they appeared ca. 100 BCE, before extensive alterations 
by the Romans. The Hippodromos (racetrack) is depicted in the lower right-hand corner, south of 

the Stadion (stadium). The racetrack’s Hippaphesis (starting gate) is shown at its near end 

 

 

 

Fig 4.3 A schematic model of the grounds of Olympia with a good representation of the racetrack  

1 Entrance of the Stoa [tunnel] of Agnaptos; 2 The Hippaphesis (starting gate); 3 Altar with eagle;  

4 The dolphin stand; 5 Statue of Hippodameia; 6 Finish; 7, 8 Taraxippos (horse terrorizer) and 
nyssa (turning post at mid-track). Note that most accidents occurred at points 7 and 8 
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Places, like men, have their destinies.  On the steep slopes of Parnassos 
Apollon had united the Hellenes under the Delphic Amphiktyonia (League) and 
helped deliver oracles to Greeks and ‘barbarians’ alike for several centuries. 
There existed, however, a ‘divine’ corner of Greece in Peloponnesos, which was 
destined for the foundation of athletic festivals and whose name, as a result, 
spread in every latitude of the ancient world: Olympia. Its green landscape, 
bucolic, serene and idyllic, was covered with plane trees and wild olives in 
antiquity. In the dialect of the local settlers it was known as the Altis. 

  
Apollon had found it necessary to lead the Hellenes to the awe-inspiring 

rock of Delphoi. However, his worshippers had discovered before him that the 
rich plain of Olympia was easily accessible, hospitable and ideal for habitation. It 
was more or less inevitable that, early in the 2nd millennium BC� , men should 
decide to build homes there. The apsidal dwellings discovered in its deep layers 
of soil belong to the Mid-Helladic period (1900-1600 BCE). Olympia’s first settlers 
knew nothing of Zeus, Apollon or the other Olympians. Tradition has it that their 
earliest cult was Kronos (Time), the Titan father of Zeus who had the habit of 
devouring his own children. Kronos was worshipped on an imposing hill that 
dominated the north side of the Altis. As its name Kronion implies, the hill was 
dedicated to him. Surprisingly, at the bottom of the Kronion Hill stood several 
sanctuaries dedicated exclusively to female deities, such as Aphrodite Ourania 
(Heavenly Venus), Eileithyia, the Nymphs, Gaia (Earth) and her daughter Themis 

 
We have no clues as to when, why and how the cult of Pelops reached 

Olympia, or why he was associated with the sacred Altis as a local daemon, holy 
and venerable, worshipped next to Zeus. It is even probable that his cult was 
older than that of Zeus, and that Pelopeion, his temple at the Altis, is the oldest 
monument of the cult dating to the same period as the Hippodameion, the 
sanctuary of his bride. The exact location of this sanctuary has not yet been 
found, even though it is cited in ‘myths’ which provide some historical clues. The 
best known of these is as follows:  

 
When the time came for the Herakleidai to return to their fatherland, 

Peloponnesos, they suffered a series of mishaps and calamities. In the end, the 
Delphic oracle advised them to seek ‘a three-eyed guide and cross a narrow 
pass’. On their way the heroes encountered the one-eyed Oxylos, who had been 
king of Elis before his exile to Aetolia. Oxylos was riding a horse when the 
Herakleidai met him and so satisfied the condition that he should be ‘three-eyed’. 
The Herakleidai asked him for directions and he sent them eastwards to Arkadia 
while he took the road to the west. In the battle, which ensued between the 
Aiolians and the Arkadians, Oxylos was victorious and, after being restored as 
king of Elis, declared a new Olympic festival. 

 
The myth of Oxylos is a good example of what modern archaeological 

research refers to as the ‘descent of western Greek tribes to Peloponnesos at the 
end of the Mykenaian era. It would appear that the cult of Zeus started at this 
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time. Zeus was worshipped as polemios theos or ‘war god’ as indicated by early 
figurines found at Olympia and showing Zeus bearing a helmet. The warlike 
attitude is still manifest in an archaic cult statue of Zeus dated at ca. 600 BCE in 
which he stands next to the seated Hera, his wife.  This statue is housed in the 
Heraion temple at Olympia. 

 
Whether chosen to be the first site of athletic contests for actual or 

mythical reasons Olympia was, above all, strategically located. Its greatest 
advantages were its proximity to western Greece, including the colonies in Italia, 
Sikelia and Afrika, thus reachable by sea via the navigable Alpheios at less than 
ten miles from the coast. It also provided comfortable access by road, via the 
Isthmos of Korinthos, to Greek visitors arriving from the north or the east.  

 
Ultimately, however, Olympia was fated to be destroyed not by the wrath 

of Zeus but rather by forces pertaining to its unique geology, such as successive 
floods and massive earthquakes. As if the adverse geophysical phenomena were 
not enough, Kladeos burst its banks several times and destroyed a great part of 
the Gymnasion (gymnasein = to train, to exercise).  Winter storms brought rocks 
and debris down from the Kronion and, during the Middle Age Alpheios flooded 
the sacred Altis, washing away the most important equestrian structure, the 
Hippodromos. As a result of this last disaster, the whole site of Olympia was 
covered with thick layers of silt, in some places four-meter deep (12 feet), thus 
rendering it inaccessible and obsolete. 
 

The importance we attach to Olympia must be, primarily, symbolic. The 
first ‘mythical’ contest was not at Olympia per se, but was held on Peloponnesian 
grounds and was the chariot race of Pelops and Oinomaos (Pausanias 5.10.6).  
Among the first contests ‘officially’ introduced at Olympia was a hippic one, the 
tethrippon (quadriga) race. It does n� t matter that this sport has almost nothing in 
common with the modern Olympic events of fence jumping, cross-country and 
dressage, or that chariot races were held at earlier times among the Mykenaian 
heroes at Troy or Nemea in funeral games honoring the dead. 
   

The true rediscovery of Olympia came about half a century after Mr. 
Chandler’s amateur survey, when French and German archaeologists took up 
the task of unearthing the Altis treasures. A French mission led by General 
Joseph Maison began to excavate soon after the crucial sea battle at Navarino in 
October 1827, which helped liberate Greece after a four-century long Turkish 
occupation. The “Expedition du Moree” was credited at the time with aiding a 
poor country regain its freedom. Today, it might stand accused of shipping large 
quantities of looted artifacts back to Paris. Methods such as those of General 
Maison may have been acceptable 150 years ago but they set a bad precedent 
and resulted in a pitiful mess at archaeological sites visited by non-scientists who 
call themselves ‘collectors’ at Olympia, Athens and elsewhere.  
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Thanks to the “Mission Archaeologique du Moree” more than half of the 
Pelops-Hippodameia complex, which originally decorated the pediment of the 
temple of Zeus at Olympia, are to be found in the Louvre. Only some statue 
remnants, in fragments, stand despairingly at the sites of origin as sad reminders 
of the sacrilege…. 

 
Fortunately, the Germans undertook full-scale archaeological research at 

Olympia under the sponsorship of the newly crowned Wilhelm I. A convinced 
Hellenophile, the Kaiser had been fascinated by a vision of the ancient Olympics, 
after attending the intriguing lectures by Professor Ernst Curtius at the University 
of Berlin in 1852. The following year, when the Greek government was asked for 
a permit to excavate Olympia, it naturally allowed the request. This was so 
because a German royal family reigned at the time - King Otto having been 
‘imported’ from Bavaria in 1835, after Greece’s liberation from the 400-year long 
Ottoman occupation.  

 
The initial excavations lasted six years and were led, not surprisingly, by 

Professor Curtius. In keeping with the stereotype of Teutonic ordnung, diziplin, 
zeal and efficiency, Curtius’ followed their explorations with the conservation, full 
cataloguing and publishing every artifact unearthed. Their research was fruitful 
and continued to be so for those who followed them: Adler, Dorpfeld, Kunze and 
others. From 1875 to 1881 their teams uncovered over 130 statues, 6,000 coins, 
400 inscriptions, and 1,300 gold and 15,000 bronze artifacts. In 1881, Andreas 
Syngros, a Greek philanthropist and gentleman who was moved by the revival of 
the Olympics, funded the building of a museum at Olympia in order to house and 
display the rediscovered treasures. 

 
It was the Curtius reports that fired the imagination of the French aristocrat 

Pierre de Coubertin. Touched by the spirit of the ancient Olympics and saddened 
by the low morale of the French public at the defeat of Napoleon III, the baron 
resolved to re-ignite the competitive flame of the Olympics. His inspired, untiring 
efforts led to the formation of the Association of Athletic Organizations and the 
Sorbonne summit in June 1894.  

 
In the summer of 1894, seventy-nine delegates from eleven nations 

decided to ‘revive’ the Olympics on an international scale. However, the ‘fresh’ 
idea of reviving the Olympics wasn’t purely French.  As early as 1850, Menas 
Menoides had been the first to propose the building of a stadium in Athens to the 
Zappeion Trust. At the same time, the ‘Olympia Industrial Fair’ was held in 1858. 
It included athletic contests, which were first held at the Ludwig Square (renamed 
Homonoia) in 1859, and again in 1870, 1875 and 1888 in the Panathenaic 
Stadium. 
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The awesome stadium, made of Pentelic marble, was chosen to host the 
first modern Olympics of 1896 in Athens, and it came as no surprise when ten 
Greek athletes were victorious. Among them was Spyridon Loues, who won the 
marathon clad in the traditional attire of the evzon. The neo-Hellenic ideal of the 
physical excellence of the individual (rather than the state), coupled with ‘purity of 
mind’ was summed up in the classic phrase, ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’. 

 
The important year of 1896 when the revived Olympic spirit returned to its 

alma mater is the reason why successive Greek governments have submitted 
bids to host each modern Olympiad on Greek soil. Its candidacy, based on 
historical criteria, has failed despite being supported by a plethora of nations. On 
Sept. 18, 1990, the “Athens-96” bid to hold the centennial Olympics was voted 
down in favor of Atlanta. It has been said with caustic humor that ‘Coca-Cola won 
over the olive wreath’. But there was to be no repetition in ‘97, when the majority 
of IOC members voted in favor of Athens for the first Olympiad in the 21st 
century. Being a born optimist, I am convinced that some day horse persons 
worldwide, along with the IOC, will ultimately support the principle of holding 
future Olympiads permanently in the country where the athletic ideals were born.  

 
I have emphasized naming Greece and not just Olympia as the ideal 

future location for holding the Olympics because I believe we should not consider 
the Peloponnesian city alone but rather the whole country as the inspiration for 
the festival. Finally, regardless of speculation as to the location of modern 
Olympics, the original sites of equestrian contests rest in the land of Pelops. 
Later, in Homeric Greece, it was again the Mykenaians who competed in hippic 
and other sports. In the Iliad, one of the first texts in Greek, there is a long 
description of the funeral games held in honor of Patroklos. On a rudimentary 
sand track, somewhere on the shores of Troy, Diomedes won the chariot race. 
For that reason Pisa and Troy must be regarded as the first ‘unofficial’ sites of 
Olympic contests. If Greece wishes to secure the continuity in its tradition by 
holding the Olympia on a permanent basis, it should build arguments and 
installations around Olympia in Peloponnesos, rather than around Athens.   
 
Homer and Pindar would feel much happier with that. 
 


