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4

The Olympic Festival


Every fourth year, from 776 


BCE


 to 


CE


 393, citizens from all over 


the Greek world ﬂ


 


ocked to Olympia, on the west coast of the 


Peloponnese in Greece.


 


They came for the Olympic Festival, where 


they could watch top athletes compete for glory in sporting events 


and also worship at the sacred site of the Temple of Zeus.

T


he festival was ﬁ


 


lled with 


prayers, music, poetry, dance,


 


great feasts and the sacriﬁ


 


ce of a 


hundred oxen. It was at the height 


of summer, and for the spectators it 


was a break from their hard work 


after harvest – and a break from 


ﬁ


 


ghting wars with neighbouring


city-states.
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5


The festival conditions could be uncomfortable – you were scorched by the heat 


and crushed by the crowds, with swarms of ﬂ


 


ies buzzing around. But as the Greek 


poet Pindar (c.518–c.438 


BCE


) wrote,


 


‘There is no festival more glorious than Olympia!’
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A Legendary Beginning


Greek legends give different versions of how the Olympic Games 


began. Modern historians think they probably started as funeral 


games, to celebrate local dead heroes. One legend says they 


were set up by the great hero, Herakles, also known as Hercules,


 


to honour his father.

H


erakles had to complete twelve 


tasks called the Labours of


 


Herakles. One of these was to clean 


out the massive stables of King 


Augeas of Elis in one single day.


 


The stables hadn’t been cleaned for 
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