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[Alexandros] made majestic sacrifices to the gods in Dion, Macedonia, and theatrical 
contests dedicated to the gods and to the muses, which [contests] Archelaos,  

the King before him, first established. This festival was held over nine days  
to honor each muse with a day bearing her name (Diodoros 17.16.3) 
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Laymen in Asia, America, Africa, Europe or Oceania are confused as to the meaning and 
the name of the Olympics per se. What is worse, this confusion persists among Greeks too. The 
problem stems from certain ancient terms used to define the Olympics and the Olympiads, and 
has led people all over the world to believe that these words refer to the city of Olympia, found in 
Peloponnesos. Partly due to the beginning of the “historical” Olympics at Olympia in 776 BCE, 
and to the demotic Greek term O����� -� -��� , the confusion as to their origins has taken root in 
people’s minds for at least the last 100 years of the ‘revived’ Olympics.  

This was not the case for ancient Greek poets, writers, or common people, since the 
terms used were self-explanatory. Known as � LYMPI-�� I and not as OLYMPI-A-KOI, references 
to the festival inevitably identified their site as Olympos, the mountain (cited as Oulympos in 83 
rhymes of the Iliad) rather than Olympia, the city. Hellenes who had read Homer’s epics knew 
instantly that the Olympia were athla (contests) run by gods first, and by mortals much later. They 
knew instantly that the original festivals were hiera (divine), and that the Olympics were dedicated 
to Zeus, long before human contests were invented or revived or played out on the grounds of 
Troy or at Olympia.  

Pindar in his epinikoi, the Greek tragedians, Pausanias in his Eliaka, and other ancient 
sources verified methodically pre-existing written texts or inscriptions on Olympia and the Olympic 
victors. They clarified once and for all that the Elean contests were OLYMPIKOI (Olympian gods’ 
games) and not OLYMPI� ���  (Olympia’s games); and that the Olympics, stricto sensu, were not 
“linked” to Olympia, since they were strictly related to the origin and dedication of the contests to 
the Olympian Zeus. This argument is further supported by the awesome presence of the 14-
meter high chryselephantine statue of Zeus made by Pheidias in 430 BCE, which dominated the 
Altis. For purely semantic reasons, I have termed the divine, heroic or funeral contests as Pre-
Olympics, because I feel morally bound to accept the historian’s convention, which places the first 
Olympia in 776 BCE, almost twenty-eight centuries ago. 

This story attempts to clarify the historical significance of the legendary, yet real mountain 
which identifies itself with the term Olympics, thus ending the confusion as to the origin of the 
famous festival; to grasp the importance of Olympos (Fig. 16.1) as a phenomenon in ancient and 
modern game theory; and to identify the role of the autochthonous Macedonians, and their efforts 
to “bring the games home” to Dion, on Mt. Olympos. Alas, such efforts were unsuccessful, in part 
because of the very strong position the Eleans had established for themselves, long ago, 
regarding the “holiest” festival in the Pan-Hellenic world. 
 

 
 

Fig. 16.1: The sun-bathed summits of Olympos at early dawn. At the mountain’s feet is the rich 
valley of Dion, the sacred city of the Makedonians. Here a Greek horse resembling Boukephalas 

is seen trotting happily in a wheat field (Photo: James Stanfield, National Geographic, 2000) 
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Olympia was not  the ‘first’ site of the Olympics 
 

Ancient sources indicate that the Olympics were divine originally, but this is a debatable 
issue since such beginnings are by definition hazy, lost in the remote past, i.e., in ‘prehistory’. 
Man's prehistory however, has been recorded in detail both in Greece and elsewhere in an 
interesting worldwide pattern. A good example of such a subject in prehistoric documentation is 
the birth of the chariot, also known as the ‘chariot of the gods’, described in the Iliad as difros 
(biga). It is also described in the Rig Veda, a compilation of rituals and hymns of ca. 1,000 BCE 
by people known as Aryans, migrants to Pakistan and Afghanistan from the Eurasian steppes. 
Surprisingly a Bronze Age chariot from the area of Magnitogorsk in Kazakhstan and a rock 
carving in Tajikistan (Fig. 16. 2) demonstrate the oldest two-wheeled, high-performance Asian 
chariots resembling the European difros of Achilles or Diomedes. Thus the Rig Veda legends and 
the 23rd rhapsody of the Iliad do not describe ‘mythical’ chariots or contests, but real events in an 
era, which has been called prehistoric—wrongly in my opinion. 
 

 

          
 

Fig. 16.2, left: Floor plan of the ‘Man-and-Chariot’ grave at Crivoe Ozero, Magnitogorsk (courtesy 
of DC Anthony, 1995). 1 horse skull and three pots; 2 the male charioteer; 3 bone cheekpieces;  
4 stains left by rotting wood outlining the wheels. Right:  Petrograph of a two-horse chariot from 

Tajikistan, probably of the 2nd millennium BCE (from M. Littauer, 1977: Rock Carvings of Chariots 
in Trans-Caucasia, Asia and Outer Mongolia. Proc. of the Prehistoric Society 43, p. 243-262) 

 
If the Shintasta-Petrovka culture (2100-1700 BCE), spreading from the Urals to Tien San, 

drove chariots as did the pre-Olympic Greeks, it is logical to assume that Homer does not refer to 
‘divine’ or heroic braveries but to real contests. The fact that both epics, the Rig Veda and the 
Iliad, written at a distance of thousands of miles identify, harmoniously, athletes with deities but 
not mortals is only semantic and does not cause queries as to whether prehistory begets history 
or not. Historic Olympia does not seem to have been the first site of the Olympics, but “mythical” 
Olympos certainly does. In an effort to define a few among the early divine or heroic Olympiads 
we attempt to group these on Table 16.I. 
 

Table 16.I: Pre-Olympics among gods, semi-gods and heroes in Greek Prehistor y 
 
Pre-Olympics  Contestants   Contest(s)  Victor   References    

 
1st to 5th? * Herakles with brothers foot run? Other? unknown     Pausanias 5.7.6 
6th?  Zeus and Kronos  wrestling? Zeus  Hesiod, Theogony 154   
7th?  Apollo and Hermes foot run  Apollo    Pausanias, 5.7.10 
8th?  Apollo and Ares  boxing  Apollo  Pausanias, 5.7.10 
9th?  Herakles and Amazons wrestling? Herakles  Pindar, Nemean 3 
10th?  Herakles and  Antaios wrestling  Herakles  Pindar, Pythian 9 
11th?  Herakles and Lykaon wrestling/boxing Herakles  Eurypides, �	
��
�  
12th?  Herakles and Ares (with chariot racing, Herakles  Eurypides, Herakles  
  drivers Iolaos-Kyknos) wrestling, bxing Herakles  Eurypides, Herakles  
* probably more before Zeus reached adulthood and returned to Mt. Olympos (see also Iliad 23) 
 
            Paradoxically, Olympos is not the only mountain, which claims to the mythic origin of the 
first pre-Olympics. As an infant, Zeus was sent by his mother Rhea to Mount Ida in Crete, for an 
undefined period of time, to escape the wrath of his Titan father Kronos. Mt. Ida was home to the 
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five Kouretai brothers, known as Idaioi daktyloi (fingers). The brothers served as body guards to 
Zeus protecting him from Kronos, who was known to devour his children. The leader of the 
brothers was Herakles, the eldest, and so the story goes, he organized running games (������ ) 
among his brothers Epimedes, Iasios, Idas and Paionios, honoring one brother each year.  Those 
who wonder why the first Olympia reportedly took place not every four years but every five should 
read the explanation offered  by Pausanias: Herakles held contests annually to honor Zeus and 
each of his brothers in turn; since the Idaian winners were crowned with olive wreaths, Herakles 
deserves the title of the first ‘non-divine hero’ to have organized pre-Olympics. If the story is 
placed in a non-mythological context, Herakles and his brothers were the first to compete in a 
pre-Olympiad destined for “mortals”. 

After the “holy” pre-Olympics came Deukalion’s cataclysm. Festivals were interrupted for 
about fifty years, according to Pausanias. ��  determine the exact date of this catastrophe has 
been a migraine similar to that of fixing the chronology of Noah's flood. Data from the stations of 
Inland Ice and Camp Century in Greenland suggest a date in the region of 1650 BCE (Fig. 16.  3). 
The most important geological event at that time was Thera’s eruption, causing the destruction of 
Aegean, Minoan and Thessalian cultures, a hypothesis put forward by Prof. S. Marinatos, who 
dated Thera’s explosion at 1521±50 BCE. Marinatos’ realistic postulate has been confirmed by 
scientists at the University of Cambridge: 200,000 tons of sulfur were released as a result of 
Thera's explosion ca.1628 BCE and covered an area reaching as far from the Aegean as Egypt. 
The acid rain that followed killed animals and destroyed crops, causing the seven-year famine 
described in the Old Testament. 

  

   
 

Fig. 16.3, left:   Climatic oscillations in Greenland during the last 14,000 years based on isotopic 
analyses of O2 at the Inland Ice & Camp Century geological stations. Right: volcanic ash spread 

 
The Greeks believed that Zeus had punished Deukalion to ‘sail for nine days and nights 

in the waters, and land on Mount Athos’. Hence the cataclysm is no mere legend since its 
consequences are historical facts rather than mythology. Moreover, it is substantiated by 
linguistics, almost verbatim: Noah's name seems to derive from the Homeric word ��  meaning ‘I’ 
or ‘the two of us’. It also seems that Japeth, the biblical son of Noah, was none other than 
Iapetos, the grandfather of Deukalion. 
 

Olympos cedes the festival to Olympia before the Ma kedonian era 
 

Deukalion's cataclysm marks the end of the pre-Olympics and sets the scene for the 
‘historical’ Elean Olympia. It may seem ironic, but the mythic Makedonian hero, Makednos, was 
the son of Zeus and Thyia, Deukalion's daughter. Makednos gave his name to the region of Mt. 
Olympos. It appears that the ‘divine’ Olympics shifted to Peloponnesian Olympia at about this 
time. As soon as the floodwaters receded (and the godly contests were settled), Klymenos sailed 
from Crete to Olympia and re-established the Olympics. He also erected there a temple dedicated 
to Herakles Prostates (protector).  

Although Olympos was the birthplace of the ‘Olympic spirit’, the inhabitants of the region, 
i.e., Makedonians and Thessalians, took a long time to excel in the great festival. Why the ‘new 
Olympics’ should have been relocated on the island of Pelops is a mystery, which may only be 
explained by simple geographic criteria: Olympia was much closer to Crete than Crete was to Mt. 
Olympos, and Olympia’s strategic location did allow better access by road and sea to the rest of 
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the Hellenic world. It may also be that the Elean heroes and kings were better disposed to the 
concept of athleticism, or they were more civilized, more sophisticated, or simply smarter than the 
later Temenidai settlers in Makedonia of the 7th century BCE. 

When the Makedonians finally decided to enter the Olympic arena, they did so in style, by 
sending their king Alexandros I, the Philhellene (Fig. 16.  4), to run the stadion at the 80th Olympia 
of 460 BC� . But the king was to face a queer problem at arrival: he was met by the Eleans with 
animosity probably caused by fear or misguided ethnicity, and was disqualified with an argument 
saved by Herodotos (‘no barbarians can contest the games but <only> Hellenes’). Alexandros, a 
king in the north, was surprised, if not angered, to be considered a barbarian in the south. Since a 
retreat was unthinkable, he convinced the Elean judges that he was a direct descendant of the 
family of Herakleidai, and so he was allowed to compete in the dromos, where “he landed on the 
finish line with the first” (Herodotos 5.22). 

 
 

Fig. 16.4:  Silver didrachm of Alexandros I seen on foot behind a native ‘pacer’ horse, probably of 
Thessalian breed. The king, who first attempted a victory at Olympia, wears a chlamys, the typical 

petasos cover on his head and holds two spears. Alexander’s name is seen on the obverse 
 
However, the judges had the upper hand. First, they established their control of the 

festival; second, they saved face by declaring as victor Torymbas of Thessaly. At the same 
Olympiad they gave the tethrippon wreath to the Kyrenean king Arkesilaos, suggesting that 
Thessalian and ‘Afro-Hellenic’ athletes were non-barbarians, as opposed to the Makedonians.    
King Alexandros’ consolation, other than coming a close second, was that the wreath went to his 
compatriot from the southern side of Olympos. Had the Elean judges been less nationalistic or 
more knowledgeable in geography, the unhappy turn of events could have been avoided. Wise 
judges ought to have known that Herakleia and Dion were Makedonian cities beyond the Tempe 
valley and along Pieria... The Hellanodikai’s objection to Alexandros' right to compete is hard to 
understand when one considers the fact that Theagenes of Thasos, a Makedonian victor at least 
geographically, had already won two wreaths in pygme and pankration in 480 and 476 BCE. In 
fact, the Thasians had commissioned a statue of Theagenes, which became the focus of a cult, 
its subject having won 1400 victories during the course of his long career of 22 years other than 
two wreaths at Olympia, three at Pythia, nine at Nemea and ten at Isthmia. 
 

Olympia: The triumphant entry of Makedonian victors  
 

From the early 5th to the late 1st century BCE no less than twenty-seven Makedonian men 
and women reached Olympia and won over 35 wreaths—and several more at Delphi, Nemea and 
Korinthos (Table 16.II). Thus it took many years to “invade” Elis in force, with one more king, and 
target the four-horse tethrippon, the most prestigious of contests. Perdikkas’ son Archelaos (Fig. 
16.5), probably driving himself, was destined to bring home the first wreath, at the 93rd Olympia of 
408 BCE, several centuries after the ‘mythic’ contests of Olympos which towered over his native 
Pieria. It was time now for the Makedonians to “repatriate” the Games and Archelaos did just that 
by initiating the “Dion Olympia”. Diodoros describing Alexandros’ presence at Dion, prior to his 
campaign to Asia, substantiated the start of the Diia festival as shown by the excerpt from his 
account at the head of this chapter. In addition, there are inscriptions indicating that the Diia were 
active all the way to the 1st c.BCE, time at which an anonymous Makedonian runner won(IAG 54): 

�������  ��  ��  ����  ����� [� ] / ������� , �����  ������  ����� [�� ],  
��������  ������� , ������� , / �������  ���  �����  
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Fig. 16.5. Silver stater of Archelaos, son of Perdikkas ��. Athens, Numismatic Museum. The 
Pierian king put Makedonia on the map by winning the tethrippon race (quadriga) at the 93rd 

Olympia of 408 BCE. He is holding two spears in his right hand and is riding a speeding stallion 
perfectly, as shown by the forward position of his legs and straight upper body. 

 
It is not surprising to find Alexandros’ presence at Dion. It is from there he set forth to 

conquer the world bringing along his culture and the Olympic spirit. His speech at Opis (324 BCE) 
shown at the end of this chapter expresses that spirit. Still, it is a mystery why the king with his 
Hellenic ideals, renowned horsemanship and bravery, never sailed to Olympia. Perhaps it was 
because his father held sway with his Philippeion being the most glamorous edifice on the Altis? 

Philip II was a surprising horseman. One-eyed and lame, he accomplished the impossible 
feat of winning three crowns at every hippika event of his time (keles-356, quadriga-352, biga-348 
BCE, and one more victory at Pythia) thus having bred nine top horses (Fig. 16.6). 

  

                    
 

Fig. 16.6, left:  Silver tetradrachmon minted by Philip II, Thessalonike, Arch. Museum. The coin 
commemorates his victory in the keles race at the 106th Olympia. His name [����� -��� ] is seen 
over his head. He wears a himation and petasos hat, raising his right hand and holding the reins 
in his left. The horse is trotting proudly at a perfect ‘piaffe’ and has under its legs a Pegasus that 

symbolizes the hippic art of the Hellenes. Right: Gold stater of Philip II, Athens, Numismatic 
Museum. His name [������ O� ] is seen under the synoris. The King’s charioteer is leaning 

forward holding the four reins in his left and prompting the horses with a goad in his right hand. 
The coin commemorates the King’s 3rd synoris victory at the 108th Olympia 

 
Philip’s tenth acquisition of a super-stallion for his 14-year old son was the 4-year old 

Boukephalas, bred by Philoneikos of Thessaly and bought for the astronomical sum of 13 talents 
(half a million euros), an insignificant price to Philip II whose annual income from the goldmines of 
Amphipolis was over 1,000 talents (Diodoros 16.8.6). The stallion never made it to Olympia, as 
no one could ride him. Only Alexandros rode him bareback for fifteen years and 22,000 miles, 
during which they survived fatigue, injury and disease… ‘Smart Boukephalas’ Plutarchos called 
him, because once he was tacked in the royal insignia, he would refuse to accept any common 
rider. It was said that Alexandros disliked the Olympics, yet he was deeply imbued with their 
spirit. He spared Pindar's home when he destroyed Thebai (335 BCE), and he freed an Olympic 
victor, Dionysiodoros (captured at Issus in 333 BCE), so that he could compete at Olympia…�t is 
not surprising that 21 men and 6 women (among them four kings and three queens), in that same 
spirit, won over 35 wreaths before and after his untimely death (see Table 16.II). 
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“Immigrant” Makedonian victors from Asia and Africa 
 

The victories by Makedonians at the Olympia, Pythia, Nemea, Isthmia, Panathenaia and 
many ‘local’ festivals continued well into the 3rd Hellenistic century of the successors. Over fifty 
boys, men and women reached Greece from city-states in Africa and Asia to win seventy wreaths 
thus surpassing their ancestors all the way into 269 BCE (262nd Olympia), year in which 
Dionysios of Alexandria won the stadion run. The list of non-indigenous Makedonian victors is too 
long for this article but should any city officials wish to name avenues or places after those who 
have honored Greece with their virtue and bravery, they will find all athletes’ names in the 
bibliography (Antikas TG, Ancient Greek Olympionikai, Euandros 2004). Suffice to note here the 
victors’ hometowns outside Greece, so as to cease wondering why only Northern Epirus or 
Georgia and Russia have produced Greek victors in the revived Olympics. Alexandria gave birth 
to most of the crowned athletes at the times of the Ptolemies (44 victors, 60 wreaths, Fig.  16.7) 
followed by Antioch, Troas, Pergamus, Prousa, Sidon, Stratonike and Philadelphia. 

   

 
 

Fig. 16.7,  above: Silver coin of Ptolemy II Philadelphos, winner of tehrippon at Olympia; and a 
marble portrait of his wife Arsinoe (below ), who had also won at chariot races. The Eleans had 
placed their effigies on each side of the Tunnel of Echo at the sacred Altis as a gesture of honor 

 

Native and Non-Indigenous Thessalian Victors 
 

Intrigued by the ex equo “finish” of King Alexandros I with Torymbas of Thessaly at the 
stadion race of the 80th Olympia, the fact that Thessaly lies on the south side of the same holy 
mountain, and since at least ten of its native victors were born at the times Thessaly was subject 
to the Makedonians, it is worth to know those brave athletes. From the fifteen wreaths the 
Thessalian horse breeders won, two were awarded at the first time an equestrian event was 
introduced. Krauxilas won the first keles (flat race-33rd Olympia, 648 BCE) and Thersias the first 
apene (mule-cart race-70th 500 BCE) thus proving their superiority in breeding (see Table 16.III). 

 

Epilogue 
 

It is my belief that (a) the more than 125 wreaths of Makedonian and Thessalian “peri-
Olympians” at Olympia’s gymnika or hippika contests in a total of 1200 victories of athletes of the 
Greek ecumene; (b) the kingdoms, brides and power gained in pre-Olympics and Olympia; and 
(c) the glory of all these achievements, attest to one fact only: the Hellenicity of the region . 
However, even if all those “medals” were to be added up, their sum would not seem equal to the 
essence of the Olympic spirit.  If the latter existed in the modern world, it would only reflect one 
thing: peace among peoples of different origins, breed, color, gender, or social status…The 
speech of a unique Makedonian, not an Olympic victor himself, was an expression of that spirit. 
Alexandros the Great made that speech at Opis (Assyria) in 324 BCE, and the text with his 
“advice” contains verbatim the essentials of the Olympic ideal, actually more than any medals or 
scripts written in our long Olympic history.   
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Alexander’s speech at Opis (Assyria) delivered to s ome 9,000 officials  
(Arrian Anabasis book 7, Plutarch Moral Essays book 9, Pseudo-Kallisthenes, book 3*) 

 
“It is my wish, now that wars are coming to an end, that you should all be happy in peace. From now on, let 
all mortals live as one people, in agreement, for the good of all. See the world as your homeland with laws 
common to all, where the best shall govern regardless of race. Unlike the narrow minded I make no 
distinction between Greeks and barbarians. The origin of citizens, or the race into which they were born, is 
of no concern to me. I have only one criterion by which I distinguising them—virtue . To me any good 
foreigner is a Greek, and any bad Greek is worse than a barbarian. If disputes ever occur amongst you, you 
shall not turn to arms but shall resolve them peacefully . If need be, I will serve as your arbitrator. You 
should not consider God as an autocratic despot, but as the common father of all, and thus your conduct will 
be as that of brothers within a family. For my part, I consider you equals, whether you are white or dark 
skinned, and I would like you to be not simply the subjects of my Commonwealth, but members of it, 
partners in it. To the best of my ability I shall strive to accomplish everything I have promised. The Oath we 
have taken with our libations tonight you should keep as a symbol of love ”. 
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Table 16.III. Olympic victors of Thessaly before an d after it allied Makedonia 
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