“... Having invented several contests and appointed trainers for each, we teach pygme
to some, pankration to others, so as to get them used to endure hardship, to accept
blows and never back off from fear of injury...”

Loukianos, Anacharsis 24.905

Following the grueling three-month training that involved athletes, riders,
charioteers, cart-drivers, stallions, mares, colts, fillies and mules under the strict
supervision of the Hellanodikai, came the days of competition. The ekecheiria
(sacred truce) came automatically into effect, warfare was suspended, and war
prisoners were freed to take to the roads leading to Olympia. Prior to the 114"
Olympia of 324 CE, Alexander the Great sent Nikanor to Elis from distant Issos in
Persia. Nikanor read publicly the royal edict of amnesty for prisoners, enabling
them to compete at Olympia. One prisoner who was discovered to be an Olympic
athlete was instantly released and received the king's official apology.

Jockeys of the keles and kalpe rode their mounts. Charioteers of the
synoris or tethrippon and cart-drivers of the apene races yoked their stallions,
mares, colts, fillies and mules to chariots and carts. The long procession of men,
horses, mules, chariots and carts left their makeshift racetrack at the Elean agora
for the wonder of the hippodromos inside the sacred Altis. Many athletes stopped
at the Piera fountain to perform sacrificial rites to honor gods and goddesses
before crossing the River Kladeos to enter Olympia. They were followed by an
immense all-male crowd of judges, statesmen, trainers, fathers, friends and
myriads of fans. There were some unmarried women that hit the road to Olympia,
but this ‘men-only’ or ‘no-women’ principle will be analyzed on Chapter 6.

The number of spectators who attended the Olympic festival (sources
claim ten to thirty thousand) and the exact program of contests, which took place
either 26 or 28 centuries ago, can only be a matter of guessing. Thanks to the
perfect observer-raconteur Pausanias (Touring Greece, ca. 173 CE) we were
able to establish the sequence of equestrian contests with reasonable accuracy.
Moreover, we are almost certain of the dates at which each individual horse
event was introduced at Olympia’s hippodrome. To the best of our knowledge,
the dates of the introduction (and/or dropping) of the nine equestrian sports that
had taken place at Olympia’s hippodrome are shown on Table 5.1 below.



Table 5.I: Olympiad and year at which equestrian ev  ents were first introduced

no | Year - Olympiad Contests introduced and/or discontinued at Olympia*
1 776 1% Stadion andron (ca. 200 m foot run for men)
2 724 14" Diaulos andron (ca. 400 m run for men)
3 720 15" Dolikhos andron (long run for men, ca. 4000 m)
4 708 18" Pentathlon andron (running, jumping, javelin, discus and wrestling for men)
5 708 18" Pale andron (wrestling for men)
6 688 23" Pygme andron (boxing for men)
7 680 25" Tethrippon teleion (quadriga with four adult stallions or mares)
8 648 33" Keles teleios (flat race of adult horses; keles = gelding in modern Greek)
9 648 33" Pankration andron (boxing and wrestling for men)
10 632 37" Stadion paidon (ca. 200 m foot run for boys)
11 632 37" Pale paidon (wrestling for boys)
12 632 37" Pentathlon paidon (it was held only once)
13 616 41% Pygme paidon (boxing for boys)
14 520 65" Hoplites dromos (race in armour for men)
15 500 70" Apene (mule-cart race; two mules yoked in cart)
16 496 717 Kalpe (flat race for trotting mares; held only once)
444 84" Apene and Kalpe discontinued
17 408 93" Synoris teleia (biga with two adults tallions or mares )
18 396 96" Agon salpington (trumpeters’ contest)
19 396 96" Agon kerykon (heralds’ contest)
20 384 99" Tethrippon polon (quadriga with four colts or fillies)
21 268 128" Synoris polon (biga with two colts or fillies; polos = colt)
22 256 1317 Keles polon (flat race or colts or fillies)
23 200 145" Pankration paidon (boxing and wrestling for boys)
24+ AD 67 211" Harma dekapolon (ten-colt chariot); guitarist contest; tragedians contest **

* 9 Hippic contests, 15+ other ** Contests run only once by Nero (see Chapter 9)

Although the actual program is subject to speculation, we know that there
were no hippika held at every Olympiad, and that, often during the course of the
Olympics, such events were cancelled. Sources indicate that the contests shown
in the following reconstruction scheme may have lasted over five days:

DAY ONE - Morning

Swearing-in ceremony in two-phases for judges, athletes and their fathers,
brothers and trainers (see details in Chapter 19). Ceremonials were held
at the Bouleuterion where the oaths were sworn before the altar and
statue of Horkios Zeus (horkos = oath; Zeus of the Oaths).

First contest for kerykes (heralds) and salpingtes (trumpeters), not far from
the entrance of the stadium. Winners announced the following prizes.

Dromos (running), pale (wrestling) and pygme (boxing) contests for paides
(boys) only.

Public and private prayers and sacrificial rites. Consultation of oracles on
the grounds of the Altis



DAY ONE — Afternoon

Orations by famous philosophers, recitals by historians and odes by poets.
The historian Herodotos read his stories on the Greek victories against the
Persians at the 84th Olympia of 444 BCE. The playwright Euripides read
glorious hymns at the 91st Olympia of 416 BCE, at which his compatriot
Alkibiades won first, second and fourth (or 3" places at the tethrippon
race. In the 93" Olympia of 408 BCE the pankration victor Poulydamas of
Thessaly stopped a speeding chariot with his bare hands, just for fun.

Sight-seeing tours of the Altis for visiting VIP's: ambassadors, statesmen,
foreign, regional or local city-state officials. Reunions and general partying
among old friends honoring the morning's victors.

DAY TWO - Morning

At dawn, procession into the Hippodromos and placement of the competitors in
the special starting gate, the Hippaphesis after a draw (see description, Ch. 10).

Tethrippon or quadriga race (Fig. 5.1)

Fig 5.1 Attic red-figured kylyx-krater with scene of a tethrippon led by Nike. Boiotia, c. BC 370-
360 BCE, National Archaeological Museum, Athens. Above the main scene is a zone with styled
olive or laurel branches symbolizing victory. The four horses among which there is a white
dexioseirros (right trace-horse) is tense and in full gallop, as is Nike (the Winged Victory),
who is clenching her teeth and wearing a decorated chiton.



Synoris or biga race (Fig. 5.2)

Fig 5.2, left: Sphragldollthos (seal-stone) made of sardonyx from the tholos tomb at Vaphio. LH
1A, 1st half 15" c¢. BC , National Archaeological Museum, Athens. Engraved scene of a synoris
with two men. The horses are harnessed by means of a pole attached to the yoke-band by a row
of arches, and reins for control. Despite the speed of the horses, the subject of the painting is not
a race but a scene with warriors. The engraving, however, paints a complete and clear picture of
the features of the chariot with its four-spoke wheels, its traction, and its harnessing system.
Right: Amphoroid krater from the chamber tomb B at Evangelistria, Nauplion. LHIIIB period, 13"
c. BC . Archeological Museum, Nauplion. On each side there is a synoris with two occupants,
the charioteer and the warrior. The horses painted in silhouette are large with long necks, small
heads and curved muzzles. The reins are bordered with a chain of quirts. The scene depicts a
peaceful procession rather than a race. The frequency of such scenes found on Mykenaian
pottery indicates that chariots were popular in the pre-Olympic era, and were probably introduced
from Asia. Chariot racing started as a purely Mykenaian contest unknown in Minoan Crete

Apene mule-cart race (see Chapter 13)

Keles and Kalpe (and Apobatai in Athens) (Fig 5.3-4)

Fig 5.3, left : Black-figured plaque from the acropolis of Athens, BCE 540, Athens National
Archaeological Museum. Two young horsemen clad in short chitons (one red and the other white)
ride bareback with a perfect seat, their hands in the extension of the reins. Votive offering
probably dedicated to Athena commemorating an official victory in a keles or kalpe race
Right: Attic red-figured pyxis, c. 430-420 BCE, Athens National Archaeological Museum. The
painting of the lid is a keles flat race of three horses in left hand gallop, the first of which is
approaching the nyssa column at full speed. The leading rider clutches the reins tightly in his left
hand and whips the horse's rump with his right. All jockeys are nude as is the young man bearing
a wreath on his head striding briskly and holding his himation open with outstretched hands. Most
probably this is a training scene, as riders in official contests where properly dressed



Fig 5.5 Pentelic marble relief with a scene of the apobates race. Altar of Amfiaraos, c. 400 BCE, Athens
National Archaeological Museum. The charioteer and his apobates are on a speeding tethrippon. The
driver is leading the stallions leaning backwards, apparently for better control; the naked apobates has a
perikephalaia (head cover) and holds his shield in the left hand, hanging onto the chariot rail with his right as
he is getting ready to jump off. Votive offering of an apobates for winning at the Amphiaraeia festival that
honored the hero at Oropos. The apobates race was a very noble contest in Greece. In Athens and Boiotia
they used tethrippa whereas in Thessaly and elsewhere synorides (two-horse) chariots were preferred

5.6 A graphic illustration of (free) dinners, symposia and...drinking of Olympic athletes

DAY TWO - Afternoon
The Pentathlon contest: discus and javelin throw, jumping, running, wrestling.

DAY TWO - Evening

Funeral rites honoring the local hero Pelops; parade of victorious athletes around
the Altis; communal singing of hymns and odes. Finally, drinking and feasting,
especially by victorious horse owners, notorious for their drinking habits (Fig.5.6).

DAY THREE - morning

Procession of the Hellanodikai, usually ten in number (see Chapter 18), as
well as the ambassadors of Greek city-states and all participating athletes.
As part of the procession, many animals (e.g., black rams and oxen) were
led to the great altar of Zeus to be sacrificed.

The hecatombe, official public sacrifice of one hundred oxen. The meat of
the bulls was offered to the public, free of charge, by the municipality of
Elis which was the official sponsor and organizer of the Olympic festival.



DAY THREE - Afternoon
Foot races for men (stadion, diaulos, dolikhos); in later festivals, stadion for boys

DAY THREE - Evening
Public banquet at the Prytaneion building

DAY FOUR - Morning, noon, afternoon

Pale (wrestling) pygme (boxing); pankration for men; hoplites dromos (race-in-
armour) for men

DAY FOUR - Evening

Feasting, partying and additional drinking. Pausanias believed that the Elean
people honored Dionysos more than any other deity because they thought he
lived at Thyia, a holy site less than eight stadia from Elis. According to legend, in
the rare event of all the available Elean wine being consumed (by deliriously
happy horsemen?), the god's priests would bring empty amphoras into the
temple at night, and good Dionysos would have them refilled by morning!

DAY FIVE - morning (?)

Procession of victorious athletes to the Temple of Zeus, where they were
crowned by the Hellanodikai with a kotinos wreath. In the equestrian contests it
was not the athletes but the horse or mule owners who were crowned.

Phyllobolia ceremonials (phyllon = leaf, ballo = to throw; leaf-showering). All the
victorious athletes were literally showered with thousands of leaves and flowers
by the ecstatic public. Feasting, revelry and triumphal celebrations throughout the
day; partying and more drinking through the night.

After the five-day festivities, there remained only the problem of the sixth day:
how to get out of Olympia and reach home! It is probable that the Elis’ exit gates
and ports would have been just as chaotic as after a football game today. This is
well substantiated by Loukianos' complaints: the 2™ century gentleman could not
find a carriage to get him home from Olympia because, as he claimed,

"... too many people were departing ... at the same time"!



