
Ancient Greek Olympics 

In 776 B.C.E, about three thousand years ago, the first Olympic Games took place.  

Originally, the games were part of a religious festival to honour Zeus.  He was the god of the 

sky and the leader of the Greek gods who lived on Mount Olympus, the highest mountain in 

Greece. 

Where Were the Ancient Olympics Held? 

The Olympics was one of four all-Greek (Pan Hellenic) games.  Even though the games were 

named after Mount Olympus they weren’t played there. Instead they were held in the 

religious sanctuary of Olympia near Greece’s southwest coast.  The land there was beautiful 

and rich with olive trees. 

What Events and Awards Were Part of the Ancient Olympics? 

At the beginning, the games were just short foot races designed to keep Greek men fit for 

the intensity of war.  The path for the foot races was about 700 feet long and straight.  It 

was also wide enough for twenty men to run side by side.  Only men who spoke Greek were 

allowed to take part in the races.  Men ran the races without any clothes on. Gradually, 

other events were added but there were no team sports like in the modern Olympics. 

Prizes 

There were no medals like the gold, silver, and bronze medals we have today.  There was 

only one winner and he was given a wreath of olive leaves as a prize.  But these weren’t just 

any olive leaves. These olive leaves were taken from a sacred tree that was located at 

Olympia behind the temple dedicated to Zeus. 

Olive Leaves 

To reward his mastery of the events, a statue was built in the winner’s honour.  The games 

were held once every four years in August.  Over time other events were added: Horse 

races, chariot races, boxing, and wrestling were all popular events in addition to the foot 

races.  There was also a special event that consisted of five different sports activities: 

wrestling, running, the long jump, disc throwing, and spear throwing. 

Were Women Allowed to Participate? 

Married women were not allowed to attend the Olympics and women weren’t allowed to 

compete in any of the events.  There was a separate women’s festival that was called 

Heraia and was dedicated to the honour of Hera, the wife of Zeus.  

A Special Truce 

At the height of the games over 20,000-40,000 people attended.  The Olympics were so 

important to Greek culture that the city-states stopped all their battles and observed a 

special truce for a full month before the games started.  During this time, men could train 

for the events and participants could travel to the games without fear.  Merchants also 



travelled to the games to sell food and other items.  The Ancient Olympic Games were held 

for over a thousand years and ended in 393 AD when the Roman emperor Theodosius 

banned them.  He had outlawed the worship of the ancient gods because of new beliefs in 

Christianity.  The buildings were eventually torn down and the city was buried under 

earthquakes and floods. 

 

How did the Olympic Games begin? 

The Greeks loved sport and the Olympic Games were the biggest sporting event in the 

ancient calendar. 

The Olympic Games began over 2,700 years ago in Olympia, in south west Greece. 
Every four years, around 50,000 people came from all over the Greek world to watch and 
take part. The ancient games were also a religious festival, held in honour of Zeus, the king 
of the gods. 
There were no gold, silver and bronze medals. Winners were given a wreath of leaves and 
a hero's welcome back home. Athletes competed for the glory of their city and winners 
were seen as being touched by the gods. 
 
A truce for the sacred games 
Before the games began, messengers were sent out to announce a 'sacred truce' or a 
peace. This meant that any wars should be called off so that people could travel safely to 
Olympia. 
The entire games were dedicated to Zeus. Visitors flocked to see the Temple of Zeus. Inside 
stood a huge gold and ivory statue of the king of the gods himself. 
The main event at the Olympics was not a sporting event, but a sacrifice. On the third day 
of the games, 100 oxen were sacrificed and burnt on the Altar of Zeus. 
This altar was not made from stone. Instead it was made from the leftover ash of all the 
sacrificed oxen. By around 200AD, the mound of ash stood six meters high! 
 
Women at Olympia 
Only men, boys and unmarried girls were allowed to attend the Olympic Games. Married 
women were barred. 
If they were caught sneaking in, they could be thrown off the side of a mountain as 
punishment! 
However, women could still own horses in the chariot races at the Olympics and unmarried 
women had their own festival at Olympia every four years. 
This was called the Heraia and was held in honour of Hera, Zeus's wife. Winners were 
awarded crowns of sacred olive branches, the same as men. But in ancient Greece, only 
Spartan women were really interested in sport. 
 

THE OLYMPIC GAMES 
The Greeks started the Olympic Games almost 3000 years ago in 776 BC. They were held 
nearly every four years for over a thousand years until they were stopped in 393 AD. 
 



Who competed in the Ancient Olympic Games? 
In order to participate, athletes had to be a free man (no slaves) who spoke Greek. There 
may have also been a rule about age. Apparently they wanted the athletes to be youthful, 
or at least youthful looking. From what we know, athletes were supposed to only be men, 
however, there are records of at least one woman winning an event, probably as an owner 
in a chariot race. Before the start of the games, athletes also had to take a vow to Zeus that 
they had been training for ten months. 
The winners of the games were considered heroes. They got olive branches for winning, but 
also became famous. Sometimes they received large sums of money from their home town. 
 
Where were the games held? 
The Olympic Games were held in Olympia, hence the name Olympics. They were held there 
because the gods lived on Mount Olympus and the games were in honour of the king of the 
gods, Zeus. Athletes would travel to Olympia from many different Greek city-states and 
sometimes from far away Greek colonies to compete. 
 
Ancient Olympic Events 
The original Olympics had fewer events than what we have at the modern Olympics today. 
At the first Olympics there was only a single event. It was called the stadion and was a 
running race that went the length of the stadium, or around 200 meters. It wasn't until the 
14th Olympics that they added in a second event. It was another running event that was 
one lap around the stadium; around 400 meters. 
More events were added over the next several Olympics. These events included more 
running races of different lengths, wrestling, chariot racing, boxing, and the pentathlon. The 
pentathlon combined the total scores of five events: long jump, discus throw, javelin throw, 
a stadion race, and wrestling. 
Some of the events had similar names to events we have today, but had different rules and 
requirements. For example, in the long jump, jumpers used hand weights to help propel 
their bodies forward. Also, boxing and wrestling were very dangerous events with few 
rules. In boxing you could hit the opponent while they were down and the match didn't 
stop until one fighter gave up or died. It wasn't a good idea to kill your opponent, however, 
as the dead boxer was given the victory. 
 
Politics and Religion 
Religion played a big part in the games. Eventually the games lasted five days with the first 
and last day devoted to honouring the gods. One hundred oxen were sacrificed to Zeus 
during the games. Politics played a role in the games as well. During the games a truce was 
observed between warring city-states. Athletes were allowed to pass through enemy 
territory to get to the games. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1) When did the first Ancient Greek Olympics take place?  
_____________________________________________________________________ 

2) Where did the Olympics take place?  
_____________________________________________________________________ 

3) What did the winners receive? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

4) Why was a truce declared?  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

5) Why were the Ancient Greek Olympics a religious festival? 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

6) What could happen to women if they attended the Olympics?  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

7) What was the name of the women’s festival held at Olympia every 4 years? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

8) What events were held at the Olympic Games? 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

9) What sacrifice was made to Zeus? 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

10) How many days did the Olympics eventually last for? 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 


