Olympia, in the Peloponnese of Greece, is best kmowm today as the
site of the Olympic Games, waditonally founded in 776 B.C. What is
ot a5 well knowm s that the site and the games themselves were
sacred o Zeus, the chief pod in the Gmeek pantheon. Thus, the most
imnportant place at Olympia was ot the famouws stadium but the sacred
precinct that lay oughly in the centre of the site (see Ggurme 1); her
twor temphes dominated the landscape: the Temple of Zeus, and the
smaller Temple of Hera to the north,

The Temple of Zeus was, in its own day, the largest Doric-style
temple in Greece,  Built from 470-457 B.C, it was made of local
limestone that was succoed to look like high quality marble. Like
most Greek temples, i1 bl a summounding colonmade, composad of six
Dorc columns on the east and west sides, and 13 Dode columns on
the longer nonh and south sdes (see fpurme 2h  Thus the wemple was
rectangular in shape, measuring &84 mefers in length and 28 meters in
width. [t was approached from the east by a large ramp which 100k
ont through the guter colonnade i a porch froned by two columns,
From the castern perch one could mowe into the pags, the sacred
chamber in which steod a 12 merer tall gold and ivory statwe of Zeos
himgelf, framed by a seven column colonpade on two sides. The pags
was the hexrt of any Greek temple, for it was heme that the god would
make his peesence Fell; them wer no pews or stats for any kind of
congregational worstup - all such acnvities, mcloding the sscnfics of

animals, took p]al?: cutside the templs. Behind the paos, but not
connected to it directly, was a rear porch which had the function
simply of balancing the front porch to the east.

In it inlerier layout, the Temple of Zeus at Olympia was very tradi-
tonal, bt it was unusually rich in U8 exterior decoration, much of
which has fonunalely survived the ravages of time. Like other Doric
temples, the Temple of Zeus had staes in the round filling the
mangular space (pediment) formed abowve the exiedor colonnade at the
front and rear by the slope of the roof (see figure 30 The pedimental
sculptures  at the

front  (east) de-

picted the prepar-

ations for 2 fam-

cus  mythologeal

charind  race, in

which the hemo

Pelops  would

win the hand of

a beautiful prin-

cess by beating

her father, King

Cenmnaus, albeit

By dubious

Abeans, There

were 21 statues

in all, including

the King and Queen, Pelops and the princess, servants and horses. In
the centre of the composition, at the highest point of the pediment,
Iail-::-ud the imposing figure of Zeus holding a thunderbolt in his lefi
and,

Similarly, the rear (west) pediment also had 21 sizies, but the myth
depicied wa quite different: the bamle between the Lapiths and the



Centzurs. The Lapiths (human beings) were celebrating a wedding,
and kindly invited their neighbours, the Centaurs (half-man, half-horss),
to atlend the festivities; however, the Cemtaurs had never had wing
before, became intoxicated, and then ewied to abdect all e Lapath
women, incloding the bride! Mo woender 3 beawl broke out, and the
podiment shows Lapiths and Centaurs battling each other whila the god
Apollp stands in the middle, oyving to establish oeder. ALl (hege
stulptures, from beh pediments, new stznd on display in the mussum
at Olympia itself, although they no longer have all their parts and are
lacking the paint that would have originally coloursd them brightly.

In addition to pedimental sculpiure, the Temple of Zeus also had
sidipured  plagques  called metopes.  Roughly square, these  melief
sculptures were sct above the columas of the two porches, with six on
each side. Each depicted one of the Twelve Labours of Herakles, a
herg wath very ancient connections to the site (some Sources gay be
onginally established the Games). For example, one metope shows the
here killing the fierce Memean lion; ancther depicis him Gghting the
many-headed Hydm, whils another portrays him capturing the terrible
Bull of Mings (see fgure 4), These sculptures would also have becn
painted, but today show no trce of ther former bright colours.

Today, visitors to Olympia are woally dissppointed by the minows
condition of the Temple of Zeus.  Only the foundaion memaing,
surrpunded on all sides by remnanis of fallen columng, Much of the
destruction 15 due to carthquakes and changes in the cowrses of local
pvers, bul some of it was caused by the actions of human beings, who
looted the siie when ns glory days were over. Thus we neod to use
ouf imaginations 1o meecreate the magnificence of the Temple in the
fifth century B.C., when it was the centre of a plice of pilgnmmage

for all Greeks. Let us at leasi hope that no further destruction befalls
a site which still evokes a sense of our own westem heritags, whether
or not Toronto "wins" the games for 19946
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