
Abteilung

MitteilungenAthenische
des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts

AM134
2019

Band 134 · 2019





©    Deutsches Archäologisches Institut / Gebr. Mann Verlag
Der Autor  /  die Autorin hat das Recht, für den eigenen wissenschaftlichen 
 Gebrauch unveränderte Kopien dieser PDF-Datei zu erstellen bzw. das 
unveränderte PDF-File digital an Dritte weiterzuleiten. Außerdem ist der Autor / 
die Autorin berechtigt, nach Ablauf von 24 Monaten und nachdem die PDF-
Datei durch das Deutsche Archäo logische Institut der Öffentlichkeit kostenfrei 
zugänglich gemacht wurde, die unver änderte PDF-Datei an einem Ort  seiner / 
ihrer Wahl im Internet bereitzustellen.

PDF-Dokument des gedruckten Beitrags

 Athenische Mitteilungen
 Abteilung des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts
 Band 134  ·  2019

BIRGITTA EDER – HANS-JOACHIM GEHRKE – EROFILI-IRIS KOLIA – 
FRANZISKA LANG – LEA OBROCKI – ANDREAS VÖTT

A multi-dimensional space: Olympia and its environs. 
Results of the campaigns 2015 to 2017 and first historical 
conclusions



III

GEBR.  MANN  VERLAG     · BERLIN

mitteilungen

des deutschen archäologischen instituts

athenische abteilung

band  



IV

VIII, 340 Seiten mit 198 Abbildungen 

© 2023 by Gebr. Mann Verlag  ·  Berlin

ISSN: 0342 - 1295
ISBN: 978 - 3 - 7861 -2895 -3 

Umschlagbild: A. Santrouzanos. Copyright Ephorate of Boeotia
Einbandgestaltung: U. Thaler, S. Hoffmann
Satz: www . wisa - print . de
Druck und Verarbeitung: druckhaus köthen GmbH & Co. KG  ·  Köthen
Alle Rechte, insbesondere das Recht der Vervielfältigung  
und Verbreitung sowie der Übersetzung, vorbehalten.  
Kein Teil des Werkes darf in irgendeiner Form durch Fotokopie,  
Mikrofilm usw. ohne schriftliche Genehmigung des Verlages  
reproduziert oder unter Verwendung elektronischer Systeme  
verarbeitet, vervielfältigt oder verbreitet werden.  
Bezüglich Fotokopien verweisen wir nachdrücklich auf §§  53, 54 UrhG.
Printed in Germany
Printed on fade resistant and archival quality paper (PH  7 neutral)  ·  tcf

HERAUSGEBER

Katja Sporn und Reinhard Senff
Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Abteilung Athen
Fidiou 1
10678 Athen
Griechenland

WISSENSCHAFTLICHER   BEIRAT

Martin Bentz, Bonn
Emanuele Greco, Neapel
Klaus Hallof, Berlin
Antoine Hermary, Marseille
Wolf Koenigs, München (bis 2022)
Joseph Maran, Heidelberg
Sarah Morris, Los Angeles
Aliki Moustaka, Athen
Thekla Schulz-Brize, Berlin
Andrew Stewart, Berkeley



V

Inhalt

	 1	 Konstantina Kaza-Papageorgiou – Vasco Hachtmann – 	
		  Eleftheria Kardamaki

Early Helladic I at Kontopigado, Alimos: The pottery from Pit I

	 41	 Nota Dimopoulou – Olga Krzyszkowska
Seals from the Minoan chamber tombs at Poros

	 97	 Birgitta Eder – Hans-Joachim Gehrke – Erofili-Iris Kolia –  
	 Franziska Lang – Lea Obrocki – Andreas Vött

A multidimensional space: Olympia and its environs. Results 
of the campaigns 2015 to 2017 and first historical conclusions

	197	 Maximilian F. Rönnberg
Zur Chronologie und kulturhistorischen Bedeutung früh
archaischer attischer ›Stempelidole‹

	221	 Victoria Sabetai, with the contribution of Efthymia Nikita
›Ptoiketas kalos‹. A view from the Boeotian grave

	245	 Bernhard Schmaltz
Beobachtungen zum Erechtheion. Zu Form und Funktion der 
Anthemienfriese 

	283	 Barbara Maurina
Hellenistische bemalte Putzfragmente aus den Grabungen 
von Olympia

	295	 Norbert Franken
Von Alexandria nach Actium: Zur Evidenz späthellenistischer 
Bronzegruppen von Lastesel und Treiber

	311	 Hermann J. Kienast (†)
Wilhelm Dörpfeld als Architekt

	339	 Hinweise für Autoren



VII

Contents

	 1	 Konstantina Kaza-Papageorgiou – Vasco Hachtmann – 	
		  Eleftheria Kardamaki

Early Helladic I at Kontopigado, Alimos: The pottery from Pit I

	 41	 Nota Dimopoulou – Olga Krzyszkowska
Seals from the Minoan chamber tombs at Poros

	 97	 Birgitta Eder – Hans-Joachim Gehrke – Erofili-Iris Kolia –  
	 Franziska Lang – Lea Obrocki – Andreas Vött

A multidimensional space: Olympia and its environs. Results of 
the campaigns 2015 to 2017 and first historical conclusions

	197	 Maximilian F. Rönnberg
Chronology and historico-cultural significance of the Early Ar-
chaic ›Stempelidole‹ from Attica

	221	 Victoria Sabetai, with the contribution of Efthymia Nikita
›Ptoiketas kalos‹. A view from the Boeotian grave

	245	 Bernhard Schmaltz
Observations on the Erechtheion. On the form and function of 
the anthemion friezes 

	283	 Barbara Maurina
Hellenistic painted plaster fragments from the excavations at 
Olympia 

	295	 Norbert Franken
From Alexandria to Actium: On the evidence of Late Hellenistic 
bronze groups of donkeys and slaves 

	311	 Hermann J. Kienast (†)
Wilhelm Dörpfeld as an architect

	339	 Information for authors 



VIII



97A multidimensional space: Olympia and its environs

A multidimensional space: Olympia  
and its environs
Results of the campaigns 2015 to 2017 and first historical conclusions

Birgitta Eder – Hans-Joachim Gehrke – Erofili-Iris Kolia –  
Franziska Lang – Lea Obrocki – Andreas Vött

Ein multidimensionaler Raum: Olympia und seine Umgebung. Ergebnisse der Kampagnen 2015 bis 2017 
und erste historische Schlussfolgerungen
zusammenfassung Der Beitrag liefert die ersten Ergebnisse eines seit 2015 laufenden Projekts, dessen 
Kern der sogenannte Olympia Area Survey darstellt. In diesem Rahmen wurde der Fundplatz Olympia erst-
malig systematisch in seinem regionalen Umfeld (geo)archäologisch kontextualisiert und in seiner historischen 
Relevanz für die Entwicklung der regionalen Kulturlandschaft beleuchtet. Die Arbeiten haben einen deutlichen 
Gesamteindruck der Siedlungsstruktur vermittelt: Intensive Nutzung und dichte Besiedlung verbanden sich 
mit extremer Kleinteiligkeit. In dieser Umgebung bildete das Heiligtum von Olympia ein ganz spezifisches 
Zentrum. Diese Zentralität spiegelt sich auch in der antiken Raumwahrnehmung und im ›espace vécu‹ wider. 
In vielfältiger Weise war das Heiligtum in rituellen Praktiken und mythischen Erzählungen mit seiner Umwelt 
verflochten. Um dieses herum hatte sich eine besondere sakrale Landschaft voller ›lieux de mémoire‹ gebildet. 
Zugleich trugen die Verflechtungen wesentlich zur sozialen und politischen Integration der Region und damit 
auch des Verbandes von Elis im Gefüge der panhellenischen Welt bei.
Schlagwörter	 Elis; Alpheios; Regionaler Survey; Geoarchäologie; Mythhistorie.

abstract This contribution presents the first results of a project that has been running since 2015, the core 
of which is the so-called Olympia Area Survey. Within this framework the site of Olympia was for the first time 
systematically set in context with its (geo)archaeological environment and its historical relevance for the de-
velopment of the region’s cultural landscape has been highlighted accordingly. The work has provided a clear 
overall impression of the settlement structures: intensive use and dense human occupation combined with ex
treme fragmentation. Within this environment, the sanctuary of Olympia formed a highly specific centre. This 
centrality is also reflected by the ancient perception of space and by the ›espace vécu‹. The sanctuary was in many 
ways intertwined with its environment through ritual practices and mythical narratives. A special, sacred land-
scape charged with ›lieux de mémoire‹ evolved around the sanctuary. At the same time, these interconnections 
significantly contributed to the social and political integration of the region and hence also of the political union 
of Elis into the fabric of the Panhellenic world.
Keywords	 Elis; Alpheios; regional survey; geoarchaeology; myth history.

Ένας πολυδιάστατος χώρος: Η Ολυμπία και τα περίχωρά της. Αποτελέσματα των ερευνών πεδίου 
κατά τα έτη 2015 έως 2017 και πρώτα ιστορικά συμπεράσματα

 Το άρθρο παρουσιάζει τα πρώτα αποτελέσματα ενός εν εξελίξει προγράμματος που ξεκί-
νησε το 2015 και εστιάζει στη λεγόμενη Olympia Area Survey, την «Έρευνα του χώρου της Ολυμπίας». Στο 
πλαίσιο του προγράμματος αυτού, η αρχαιολογική θέση της Ολυμπίας τοποθετήθηκε για πρώτη φορά 
συστηματικά στα (γεω-)αρχαιολογικά συμφραζόμενα του τοπικού της περιβάλλοντος, ενώ παράλληλα 
αναδείχθηκε η ιστορική της σημασία για την εξέλιξη του πολιτισµικού τοπίου της περιοχής. Χάρη στις 
εργασίες του προγράμματος, προέκυψε μια σαφής συνολική εικόνα της δομής των οικισμών: η εντατική 
χρήση και η πυκνή κατοίκηση συνδυάζονταν με έναν ακραίο κατακερματισμό. Σε αυτό το περιβάλλον, 
το ιερό της Ολυμπίας αποτέλεσε ένα εντελώς ειδικό κέντρο. Ο κεντρικός του ρόλος αντικατοπτρίζεται 
στην αντίληψη του χώρου κατά την αρχαιότητα αλλά και στο ›espace vécu‹ [τον «βιωμένο χώρο»]. Το ιερό 
συνδέθηκε ποικιλοτρόπως με το περιβάλλον χώρο του τόσο σε τελετουργικές πρακτικές όσο και σε μυθι-
κά αφηγήματα. Γύρω από αυτό είχε δημιουργηθεί ένα ξεχωριστό ιερό τοπίο γεμάτο από ›lieux de mémoire‹ 
[τόπους μνήμης]. Ταυτόχρονα, οι συσχετισμοί αυτοί συνέβαλαν σημαντικά στην κοινωνική και πολιτική 
ενσωμάτωση της περιοχής, άρα και της ένωσης της Ήλιδος, στον ιστό του πανελλήνιου κόσμου.
Λέξεις-κλειδιά	 Ηλεία. Αλφειός. ›reginal survey‹. Γεωαρχαιολογία. Μυθολογική ιστορία.
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»Nicht nur des Alpheios stille Bauthätigkeit, sondern mehr noch  
des Erderschütterers gewaltthätiges Wirken hat der Forschung die Aufgabe  

erschwert, in den veränderten Zügen des heutigen Bildes dieser Küstenland-
schaft die Grundlinien der antiken Topographie wiederzuerkennen«1.

1 OLYMPIA AND ITS ENVIRONS: INTRODUCTION AND STATE 
OF RESEARCH
The importance of the sanctuary of Olympia and its cults for Greek history and culture is 
beyond question. However, as research focused on this site, its environs have been increas-
ingly neglected. This was not always the case. Already the Expédition de Morée of 1829, which 
emphasised an interdisciplinary approach and brought about qualitative progress in the re-
search on the geography and geology of the Peloponnese2, offered important topographical 
descriptions. As part of the German Olympia excavations starting in 1875, Joseph Partsch 
and then several important and still relevant maps by Partsch himself and Johann A. Kau-
pert created a systematic overview of the wider environment3. In 1882, Bücking published 
a detailed geological map of Olympia and the surrounding area, which took the results of 
the excavations into account and provided a sound framework explaining the formation of 
sediments in Olympia. The landscape was still considered a genuine subject of historical 
and archaeological research, a perspective that was represented not least by Ernst Curtius, 
the spiritus rector of the excavation.

With the increasing specialisation of scholarship, investigations of the environment of 
Olympia developed from specific questions. Thus, after the first phase of the excavations, 
Wilhelm Dörpfeld, guided by his interests and theories on Homeric geography, began his 
thorough studies of the surrounding region and related sites. His observations as well as the 
map which was created on his behalf by Konrad Graefinghoff4 are the important documents 
of this endeavour. Shortly thereafter, Ernst Meyer and William Kendrick Pritchett distin-
guished themselves as pioneers in the exploration of the historical topography of the area. 
In addition, there were a number of individual scholars focusing on archaeological remains, 

In addition to the standard abbreviations of the German 
Archaeological Institute, the following are employed:
IvO	 W. Dittenberger – K. Purgold, Die Inschriften von 

Olympia, Olympia 5 (Berlin 1896)
LH	 Late Helladic
NIO	 Siewert – Taeuber 2013
Sch.	 Scholion, Scholia

Research was carried out in the framework of the DFG 
project LA 1183/9 – 1. We would like to thank the fol-
lowing institutions and individuals for their continuous 
support: The Greek Ministry of Culture and Sports 
(Υπουργείο Πολιτισμού και Αθλητισμού) for the rel-
evant permit for conducting the landscape survey, the 
German Research Foundation (DFG) for funding, the 
German Archaeological Institute (DAI) and Reinhard 
Senff, director of the Olympia Excavations, for mani-
fold assistance and support throughout. We gratefully 
acknowledge the support of Georgia Chatzi-Spiliopou-
lou, former director of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Elis, 
during the planning stages of the project until her retire-
ment in 2014. Mark Marsh-Hunn (Freiburg) took on the 
tedious task of correcting the English text, and we are 
very indebted to him for his careful work.
We remain happily inconsistent in the transliteration of 

Ancient and Modern Greek names. On the one hand, 
in many cases we try to stay close to the Greek origi-
nal (e.g. Alpheios), on the other hand, we often keep the 
latinised forms of familiar names as they are established 
in English. However, the transliteration of Greek place 
names follows the following rules: Modern Greek spell-
ing refers to the modern place names and the ancient 
Greek version is applied, if ancient texts refer to the site. 
Thus e.g. Epitalio is used for the modern village (for-
merly Agoulenitsa), but Epitalion, if this place appears 
in ancient sources.

	1	 Partsch 1897, 15: »Not only the quiet building activities 
of the Alpheios River, but even more the earth shaker’s 
violent actions have made it difficult for research to 
discern the basic lines of the ancient topography in the 
altered features of the present day coastal landscape« 
(own translation).

	2	 Cf. Gehrke 1992, 31 – 36. In addition, even before the 
beginning of the large-scale excavations, travellers not 
only visited the site, but also described the environs. 
The following text takes their information into ac-
count.

	3	 Kaupert 1882.
	4	 Dörpfeld 1918, pl. IV.
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such as Jerome Sperling and above all representatives of the Greek Archaeological Service, 
namely Nicholas Yalouris and Eleni Papakonstantinou5. Furthermore, the Minnesota Mes-
senia Expedition of the 1960s marginally touched the region around Olympia. In this context, 
the most recent survey in the adjacent region of Triphylia in the south, under the aegis of 
Joachim Heiden and Corinna Rohn in cooperation with the Greek Archaeological Service, is 
also worth mentioning6.

In addition, in recent years numerous individual research projects have been carried out 
that were primarily guided by historical questions touching on the political organisation, 
social integration and spatial structure of Elis and Olympia. They mark the current state of 
research in these fields. For the work of the present project, the following are particularly rel-
evant (in alphabetical order): Birgitta Eder, Hans-Joachim Gehrke, Maurizio Giangiulio, Mait 
Kõiv, Massimo Nafissi, James Roy, Claudia Ruggeri and Julia Taita7. In addition, Peter Siewert 
and Sophie Minon have offered important epigraphic and dialectological studies and the 
commentary on the relevant books of Pausanias supplies very valuable information as well8.

Summing up, major survey projects have never systematically covered the landscape 
around the sanctuary of Olympia. Archaeological projects were spatially limited and focused 
on individual sites. The numerous and plentiful results of the local archaeological fieldwork 
are mainly the product of the tireless work of the Ephorate of Antiquities in Elis (former 
7th Ephorate of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities), now directed by Erophili-Iris Kolia. The 
results of rescue excavations or chance finds generally suggest a treasure that has not yet been 
fully retrieved. In other words, the space in question has not yet been systematically explored 
with modern methods of historical geography or landscape archaeology, i.e. in an interdis-
ciplinary approach combining methods of archaeology, geoscience and historical studies9.

Due to this academic void, the authors have undertaken a systematic study of this micro-
region. The greater question of the role of Olympia in the immediate and wider environs, 
and especially its importance in shaping and maintaining Greek identity at the local, regional 
and Panhellenic level formed the starting point of the project. After detailed preparations10, 
work began on site in 2015. Our team of project directors is made up of specialists in the fields 
of archaeology, geography and history: Franziska Lang (Technical University Darmstadt), 
Birgitta Eder (Austrian Academy of Sciences, Austrian Archaeological Institute, Athens), 
Andreas Vött (University of Mainz) and Hans-Joachim Gehrke (University of Freiburg). Of 
particular significance is the cooperation with the Ephorate of Elis of the Greek Archaeolo
gical Service (directed by Erophili-Iris Kolia) and the Olympia Excavations of the German 
Archaeological Institute (directed by Reinhard Senff, and, as of fall 2022, by Oliver Pilz). In 
addition, academic staff and students are directly involved in the fieldwork and processing 
of finds. Further individual cooperations supplement the work of the project. The project was 
funded by the German Research Foundation and has been carried out as an official coopera-
tion with the Ephorate of Antiquities in Elis. Fieldwork comprised mainly geomorphological 
and geoarchaeological studies of landscape formation and a historical and archaeological 
target area survey (see below). As the different aspects of space are central here, we prefer to 
refer to the study region as the multidimensional space of Olympia.

	5	 Sperling 1942; cf. Williams 2004; Yalouris 1972; Παπα-
κωνσταντίνου 1992.

	6	 McDonald  – Rapp 1972; Rohn  – Heiden 2009; Hei-
den – Rohn 2015; Heiden et al. 2020.

	7	 Eder 2003; Eder 2011; Gehrke 2005; Giangiulio 2009; 
Kõiv 2013; Nafissi 2003; Roy 2002; Ruggeri 2004; Taita 
2007; Taita 2009; Taita 2013.

	8	 See esp. Siewert – Taeuber 2013; Minon 2007; Maddo-
li – Saladino 1995; Maddoli et al. 1999.

	 9	 Lang 2019.
	10	 Two explorative workshops took place in Olympia 

and Berlin (October 2009 and 2010) and an interna-
tional exhibition on Olympia was organised in Berlin 
(August 2012  – January 2013). Cf. Heilmeyer et  al. 
2012 with the contributions by Lang 2012; Hoppe 
et al. 2012b. – For preliminary reports and interpre-
tations see Eder et  al. 2015/2016; Eder et  al. 2017; 
Gehrke 2019.
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This survey project is different from other similar undertakings insofar as it does not 
focus on the environs of a city but those of a famous sanctuary. Structurally, an urban en-
vironment consists of the city as the core, surrounded by a suburban environment – with 
tombs and / or farmsteads – and agricultural land follows with increasing distance. These 
different zones interact in variable forms, and in this system, the city remains dependent on 
the surrounding area.

In general, sanctuaries constitute places with a specific, dedicated significance, and their 
norms and rules deviate from those of profane areas. A cult site often lies at the core of 
urban foundation myths. The Olympic sanctuary in particular is a Panhellenic sanctuary 
with a local, regional and supra-regional radius of agency. This is true for Pheia, the port of 
Olympia, which was located about 30 km to the west, as well as for the city of Elis, which 
managed the sanctuary and lay about 50 km to the northwest. The oracle of Zeus in Olym-
pia had a specific kind of longer-distance effect through its seers of the Iamid family (see 
below). These were religious experts, who were engaged by military commanders to ac-
company their military campaigns. The mythistorical tradition is also mapped on the local 
topography and oscillates between local foundation story and (supra-)regional genealogies 
with ›migrating ancestors‹ (see below).

The requirements of a sanctuary like Olympia differ from those of a city insofar as Olym-
pia is subject to different temporalities. Unlike a city, which relies on a year-round supply, 
communal needs in Olympia followed the festival calendar, which set the times of catering 
for a variable number of visitors. In addition to the customary operation of the oracle and 
the sanctuary that must be assumed for Olympia, altar processions such as those described 
by Pausanias11 took place at monthly intervals12. Annual festivals were held for Artemis Al-
pheionia or Alpheiousa13 and for the heroine Hippodameia14, and the Heraia with running 
competitions for girls in the Olympic Stadium were organised for Hera every four years15. 
The Olympic Games took place at the same intervals, creating exceptional circumstances 
for the region. During this period, an estimated 40 000 visitors came together in Olympia, a 
figure that corresponds to about ten times the population of an average-sized Greek polis. 
Within a very short time frame, supplies had to be organised and provided for all local, 
regional and national visitors, the athletes with their followers as well as the numerous 
animals16.

These examples illustrate the high variance of requirements that are subject to large fluc-
tuations and differ significantly from those of a city. Does this mean that the relational sys-
tem ›sanctuary – environs‹ is configured differently from that of ›asty – chora‹? If so, what 
structural differences can be expected in the organisation of an internationally renowned 
sanctuary? Is it possible to demonstrate the intertwining of the political and sacral topogra-
phy that is peculiar to Olympia? Does Olympia take on the functions of a city? In general, 
one has to ask whether the usual models for urban-rural relations are transferable to the 
present constellation or if there are intrinsic configurations at work.

The answers to these questions represent some of the goals of this project. Representa-
tives of various disciplines carried out the Olympia Environs Survey from 2015 to 2017. The 

	11	 Paus. 5, 14, 4 – 15, 10.
	12	 There may also have been annual festivals for Kro-

nos (»Kronika«). This information is contained in a 
bronze inscription from Olympia, of which one part 
is published as ›NIO  1‹ in Siewert  – Taeuber 2013. 
We owe this reference and a copy of the important 
text to the generosity of Peter Siewert (Vienna), see 
now Siewert 2017. In this context, it is worth recalling 

Paus. 6, 20, 1 mentioning Elean βασίλαι who sacri-
fice to Kronos at the spring equinox (Roy 2015c, 149).

	13	 Str. 8, 3, 12.
	14	 Paus. 6, 20, 7.
	15	 Paus. 5, 16, 2 – 4.
	16	 Cf. De Ligt – De Neeve 1988.
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core areas of investigation consist of three zones, which were determined by preliminary 
studies17. They are located (1) in the area around the sanctuary (Kladeos River valley and 
Archaia Pisa), (2) on the ridge west of the village of Salmoni (formerly Koukoura) and (3) 
around the settlement Epitalio close to the mouth of the Alpheios River (fig. 1). The area 
south of Olympia beyond the Alpheios River was omitted from these studies, since it had 
already been the subject of an extensive survey in the framework of the DFG Priority Pro-
gramme 1209 ›Die hellenistische Polis als Lebensform‹18.

The project is generally concerned with the various aspects of space and their interrela-
tions, and in particular aims to consider and view the conditions of the physical geography 
together with the various human ways of designing, creating and perceiving the landscape. 
Three key aspects characterise the first part, which essentially presents the current state of 
our knowledge. Space and settlement: (1) natural conditions and potentials, (2) communi-
cation in space, (3) social formation of space. Regardless of the fact that a survey covers all 
recognisable artefacts from different epochs and that geomorphology covers much longer 
periods, our research concentrates on a limited time frame.

The following perspective governed the choice of the period from about 1200 to 400 B.C. 
for more detailed studies. Current research suggests the emergence of the different patterns 
of communication and organisation in the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age transition 
that proved of particular significance for the following centuries. This time span marks the 
final years of the Late Bronze Age, in particular LH III C, until the end of the war between 
Sparta and Elis, which also had lasting effects on the history of the landscape. It should be 
noted that the evidence concerning political, social, and cultural constellations as well as 
physical conditions is not always easy to date, although we tried, when possible. Otherwise, 
we had to restrict ourselves to general descriptions, which may reflect some later constella-
tions. Especially religious practices that form a focus of our studies may suggest the persis-
tence of traditions and thus possibly an older age.

	17	 Lang 2012.

Fig. 1 Survey region with location of zones 1 – 3

	18	 See now Rohn – Heiden 2009; Heiden – Rohn 2015; 
Heiden et al. 2020.
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1.1 Space and settlement: natural conditions and potentials

The investigated area essentially describes the micro-region on the lower reaches of the Al-
pheios, i.e. the south of the ancient region of Elis, and the modern administrative district of 
the Nomos Ilias largely follows this outline. For pragmatic reasons (the previous Triphylia 
Survey, see above, covered selected areas to the south) our research focused primarily on the 
zone north of the Alpheios. When looking at the physical geography of the region, it imme-
diately becomes clear that it has undergone major changes both in the past as well as in the 
present that affect our current research. The geomorphological conditions hamper archaeo
logical investigations in terms of visibility of finds and sites, especially because the area is 
extremely susceptible to soil erosion. Under these circumstances, archaeological investiga-
tions in this region rely on geomorphology and earth sciences. The first connoisseur of this 
scenery, the classically educated geographer Joseph Partsch, vividly described this thus: 
»Unter solchen Verhältnissen gewinnt die Forderung sorgfältigsten Terrainstudiums eine 
ungewöhnliche Bedeutung auch für die Altertumskunde. Wo der Mangel deutlicher Reste 
die Forschungen im Bereich der Vermutungen zurückhält, bleibt das Relief des Landes oft 
der einzige brauchbare Ratgeber. Da ist es ein Glücksfall, daß dieses Relief trotz der beschei-
denen Höhenunterschiede […] keineswegs eine gleichgültige charakterlose Physiognomie 
trägt, sondern scharfe Züge von einschneidender Beredsamkeit«19.

The relief of the landscape has been caused by strong uplifts20 determined by the tecton-
ics of the earth, in particular by the subduction of the African under the Aegean plate, which 
is part of the Eurasian plate 21. Deposits that had formed in the Late Tertiary (Neogene) and 
even thereafter, especially in the Pliocene and Pleistocene, i.e. over more than 5 million 
years, mainly in coastal waters, brackish water zones, but also in lakes and river areas, form 
a plateau. These deposits consist essentially of marls, clay, silt and sandstones (the Pliocene 
Cholargon and Chelidoni stages), which are highly susceptible to erosion. In certain areas, 
there exist also more recent continental sediments and conglomerate beds from the Pleis-
tocene (the Lalas stage), for instance in the range of hills on either side of Olympia north 
of the Alpheios River. Shelly limestone occurs in such zones. Within the framework of the 
›Olympia and its Environs‹ Project, it has been possible to gain a better understanding of the 
extent of the tectonic uplift: It must be assumed that in the period of the last 6400 years, i.e. 
since the mid-Holocene, an uplift of at least 13 – 20 m has taken place22. However, it is still 
unclear whether these strong neo-tectonic dynamics took place gradually or rather at cer-
tain intervals, nor is it clear when they began exactly. It cannot be ruled out that even more 
recently, e.g. in the Middle Ages, abrupt tectonic uplifts of several metres have taken place 
in connection with strong earthquakes.

In general, the intensive erosion of topographical highlands as well as the closely re-
lated deposition of heavy sediment accumulations in the lowlands characterise particularly 

	19	 Partsch 1897, 2; own translation: »Under such cir-
cumstances, the demand for the most careful study 
of the terrain acquires an unusual significance 
for the study of antiquity as well. Where the lack 
of clear remnants reduces research to conjecture, 
the relief of the land often remains the only use-
ful guide. It is fortunate that this relief, in spite of 
the modest differences in height […], carries by no 
means an indifferent characterless physiognomy, 
but sharp features of drastic eloquence«. For the 
character of the natural environment see esp. Leake 
1830a, 3 f.; Philippson 1892, 313 – ​324; Curtius also 
gives a vivid description of the historical area on 

the lower Alpheios in the preface to Curtius – Adler  
1882.

	20	 E.g. Papanikolaou et al. 2007 estimate vertical crustal 
movements near the coast to 30 – 60 m for the entire 
Holocene, which corresponds on average to a change 
in the relief between 7.5 – 25 m since the Bronze Age. 
The western Peloponnese is one of the most highly 
uplifted areas in the world, as evidenced by raised 
quaternary marine terraces (Kelletat et al. 1976; Atha-
nassas et al. 2013).

	21	 This and the following after Hoppe et  al. 2012a; 
Hoppe et al. 2012b (with further references).

	22	 Vött et al. 2015.
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the landscape of the western Peloponnese, especially along the river valleys. During heavy 
rains, which are characteristic of the Mediterranean climate, one can watch the surface being 
washed away. In this context it seems particularly noteworthy that the Olympia terrace con-
sists of historical deposits. This terrace is known from the Kladeos Valley and accompanies 
the Alpheios River from around Olympia to Epitalio near the present coast23. Apart from 
the history of the sedimentary burying of Olympia, it stores information on the river and 
landscape formation including the coastal development.

West of the central Peloponnesian limestone mountains in southern Elis, a highly 
structured relief was created from these erodible sediments increasing in ruggedness in 
the east-west direction. Partsch aptly described this: »Je weiter man westwärts geht, desto 
zerrissener erscheint die Tertiärplatte und desto wilder und unruhiger werden bei bestän-
dig abnehmenden Höhen die Formen der Landschaft. Die Thäler erweitern sich, aber ihre 
Wände bewahren eine ungewöhnliche Steilheit. Vielfach, besonders beim Auftreten der 
über den Mergeln und Sanden liegenden mächtigen Nagelfluhbänke [Konglomerate], un-
terbrechen felsige Abstürze, weit in einem Gehänge fortstreichend dessen regelmäßige Bö-
schung […]«24. In this context, it is worth noting that the landscape near Olympia displays 
significant relief energy despite the aforementioned fact that the soil is highly susceptible to 
erosion. This also reflects the strong and possibly very recent tectonic uplift of the region.

The Alpheios River, which drains large parts of southern Arkadia and receives regular 
influx from karst springs, is one of the few perennial and one of the largest rivers in Greece25. 
Like its tributaries, it has cut its course deep into the tableland and thus determines the re-
lief of the landscape. In its lower reaches, the wide riverbed was unsuitable for agricultural 
purposes; marginal areas were endangered by floods and considerable obstacles impeded 
the crossing of the river. The coastal zone features a strong lagoon formation combined with 
the increasing development of sand dunes with corresponding vegetation. This had already 
been witnessed in antiquity26. Here we may envisage fishing (as well as in the inland waters, 
see below)27. By the 19th century, the Alpheios River had formed a broad band of gravel in the 
micro-region around Olympia, framed by areas that were sometimes swampy or threatened 
by paludification28. However, there also existed fertile alluvial soils, partly along the Alpheios 
River and especially in the area around Pyrgos, as well as hills mainly covered by pines29.
	23	 Vött 2013.
	24	 Partsch 1897, 3: »The farther west one goes, the more 

broken up the tertiary plate appears, and the wilder 
and more uneven the landscape shape becomes with 
ever-decreasing heights. The valleys expand, but 
their walls preserve an unusual steepness. In many 
cases, especially where mighty conglomerates lie 
atop the marls and sands, rocky cliffs break up its 
regular embankment, […]« (own translation).

	25	 On the Alpheios cf. now Taita 2013, 368 – ​371; for the 
ancient perception see below. – For information on 
sedimentary deposits in and around Olympia see 
also: Hoppe et  al. 2012a; Hoppe et  al. 2012b, with 
further references; Vött et al. 2011a; Vött et al. 2011b; 
Vött et al. 2013; Willershäuser et al. 2011; Willershäu-
ser et al. 2015.

	26	 Str. 8, 3, 19; Paus. 5, 5, 7; 5, 6, 4.
	27	 The reference to the worship of Apollo Opsophagus 

(»fish lover«) by the Eleans in Polem. Hist. Fr.  70 
(Ath. 8, 346 b) can be considered as an indication of 
the importance of fishing already in antiquity that 
is known to have taken place in the lagoons in the 
19th  century. The importance of tuna fishing may 
be indicated by the striking detail in the paintings 

of Kleanthes in the Temple of Artemis Alpheiousa 
(Ath. 8, 346 b – c, see below n. 266); cf. generally Cur-
tius 1852, 5 f.

	28	 For the extent cf. Cockerell 1903, 70 (August 1812: 
Pyrgos lay »just above the marshes that border the 
Alpheios«). Whether the perils of mosquitoes and fe-
brile fever (Stanhope speaks of the dangers of malaria, 
1824, 4) that the 19th century travellers report can also 
be assumed for antiquity, or to what extent a similar 
situation is to be envisaged remains open; after all, 
there are indications for at least temporary plagues of 
insects, such as the sacrifice for Zeus Apomyios (»fly 
repellent«) in Olympia, which allegedly had been set 
up by Herakles according to Paus. 5, 14, 1 (for fur-
ther information see Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 259 f., 
see also the vivid description of the mosquito plague  
in Chandler 1776, 289 [with reference to the ancient 
sacrifices], also Curtius 1852, 5).

	29	 See the description by Philippson 1892, 313 f.; also 
Chandler 1776, 288; Sibthorpe 1820, 76. 79; Leake 
1830a, 23; Leake 1830b, 67 f. 69 f.; Leake 1846, 8; Bu-
chon 1843, 500: mainly grain (wheat, corn) and grapes 
were grown.



104 B. Eder – H.-J. Gehrke – E.-I. Kolia – F. Lang – L. Obrocki – A. Vött

Apart from the unfavourable zones along the Alpheios River and on the coast, the con-
ditions for agricultural usage – i.e. the primary economic activity – were rather good: The 
soils that developed from the Neogene deposits are generally among the more fertile soils 
in Greece30. This situation is further improved by the relatively high level of rainfall in 
the west of the Peloponnese, on the windward side of Greece. Around Olympia, the local 
silt-dominated sediments almost give the impression of loess layers. Locally, sand is also 
present. Theophrastus already spoke of »slightly sandy land« (χώρα ὕπαμμος)31. Water is 
abundant32. Corresponding references to the agrarian wealth of the region can be found in 
ancient sources. This applies to both arable land and pastureland. Additionally, there was a 
lot of forest, including oak. Xenophon’s description of his own home near Skillous, south of 
Olympia (west of modern-day Makrisia) proves particularly characteristic:

From the proceeds of his share in the booty deriving from the ›March of the Ten Thou-
sand‹, Xenophon bought a piece of land for the Ephesian Artemis as a tithe deriving from 
a vow he had made earlier. »As it chanced, there flowed through the plot a river named 
Selinus and at Ephesus likewise a Selinus river flows past the temple of Artemis. In both 
streams, moreover, there are fish and mussels, while in the plot at Scillus there is hunting 
of all manner of beasts of the chase. Here Xenophon built an altar and a temple with the 
sacred money, and from that time forth he would every year take the tithe of the products 
of the land in their season and offer sacrifice to the goddess, all the citizens and the men and 
women of the neighbourhood taking part in the festival. And the goddess would provide 
for the banqueters barley meal and loaves of bread, wine and sweetmeats, and a portion of 
the sacrificial victims from the sacred herd as well as of the victims taken in the chase. For 
Xenophon’s sons and the sons of the other citizens used to have a hunting expedition at the 
time of the festival, and any grown men who so wished would join them; and they captured 
their game partly from the sacred precinct itself and partly from Mount Pholoe  – boars 
and gazelles and stags. The place is situated on the road which leads from Lacedaemon to 
Olympia, and is about twenty stades [3.7 km] from the temple of Zeus at Olympia. Within 
the sacred precinct there is meadowland and tree-covered hills, suited for the rearing of 
swine, goats, cattle and horses, so that even the draught animals which bring people to the 
festival have their feast also. Immediately surrounding the temple is a grove of cultivated 
trees, producing all sorts of dessert fruits in their season. The temple itself is like the one at 
Ephesus, although small as compared with great, and the image of the goddess, although 
cypress wood as compared with gold, is like the Ephesian image«33.

On the other hand, there appears to be a shortage of natural resources that, however, is 
not so important given the state of ancient technology. Theophrastus mentions the occur-
rence of lignite on the Mountain Road from Elis to Olympia, and Partsch34 refers to lignite 
seams on the right edge of the valley of the Kladeos River35. A more serious issue was the 

	30	 Cf. Sauerwein 1980, 42; Gehrke 2003, 17 – 19.
	31	 Thphr. Fr. 400 (Edition: Fortenbaugh et al. 1992, 205), 

cf. Curtius 1852, 3. 93 n. 1.
	32	 This also follows from etymological explanations of 

the name Pisa (whether they apply or not), see the 
notes in Daude et al. 2013, 302 f.

	33	 X.  An. 5,  3,  8 – 12 (Translation: Brownson 1961); 
for the agrarian wealth, cf. esp. X.  HG  3,  2,  26; 
Plb. 4, 73, 5 – 9; 4, 74, 8; 4, 75, 1; for agrarian use cf. also 
Paus. 5, 6, 6 (for hunting, probably from X. An. 5, 3, 8); 
6, 22, 1 (cultivation of grapevines immediately east of 
Olympia, see also the wine press in the reuse of the 
Eileithyia-Sosipolis temple); generally on the fertility 
of Elis see Paus. 5, 4, 1; 5, 5, 2; 6, 26, 6 (agricultural 

wealth, especially flax, see Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 
203); on pastureland cf. Taita 2007, 25 – 29 (with im-
portant observations on the possible transhumance, 
Drouva is in the 19th  century »winter station of the 
shepherds from the high mountains«, Ross 1848, 191) 
and generally see Puillon Boblaye 1835, 119; Curtius 
1852, 3; Gehrke 1986, 103. 186; cf. Yalouris 1996, 132; 
Zoumbaki 2001, 47 – 49; Sinn 2004 242 f.; Bourke 2017, 
11 – 15. 40 stresses the aspect of pastoralism.

	34	 Partsch 1897, 6.
	35	 Thphr. Lap. 16; on this and on the exploitation of lig-

nite in the region see also Taita 2013, 374 with n. 150; 
Partsch relied on Bücking 1882, 318; worth adding 
are the exact observations of Fiedler 1840, 376 (at 
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lack of good stone for the construction of sophisticated buildings. Thus, even the Temple of 
Zeus was essentially built of local, so-called Neogene shelly limestone that was also widely 
used elsewhere.

1.2 Spatial Communication

Due to the known difficulties in the identification of ancient routes, which result mainly 
from the problematic nature of our sources, physio-geographic conditions form the main 
guide in the reconstruction of such connections. This is especially true in view of the afore-
mentioned fragmented character of the relief in southern Elis and the special role of the 
Alpheios and other rivers. To a certain extent, pre-modern travel descriptions from the 18th 
and 19th centuries can be used, but given the dynamics of landscape development this is not 
without problems36.

The Alpheios River forms the major factor in landscaping. It is obvious that the river was 
difficult to cross37. During winter, this was almost impossible. Even in the summer months, 
during the dry season, crossing was probably only possible in certain places. According 
to the current state of research, we must assume at least two fords that are explicitly men-
tioned in our sources. One lay near the mouth of the river at the site of Epitalion on the road 
along the coast: Homer spoke of a ford (πόρος) of the Alpheios River38, and Strabo located 
this place at Epitalion, where the river could be crossed on foot (πεζῇ περατός)39. Pausanias 
mentions another ford just south of the sanctuary on the way to Triphylia and on to Mess-
ene and Sparta40. It must have had a special significance for the sanctuary, its organisation 
and its visitors. In addition, it is likely that this was generally an important crossing point, 
which was also economically significant (e.g. for livestock husbandry)41. This river crossing 
could be explained by the considerable backwater effect of the natural bedrock barrier at the 
modern-day Alpheios dam, at the point where the river breaks through the Drouva hills in a 
south-north direction. The calming backwater effect extended upriver just to near Olympia 
where waters of the dammed water body were shallowest. Provided that this constellation 
existed also during historical times, this would have enabled an easy passage across the Al-
pheios River on foot. Recent geomorphological investigations support this possibility (see 
below).

When reconstructing road connections, one must generally consider that, so far, we 
should not expect evidence for paved roads42. In this context one needs to have in mind that 
movement took place essentially on foot, possibly with pack animals. Members of upper 

the Kladeos near the homonymous site, then Strav-
rokephalo). 380 f. (further north at Goumero).

	36	 Taita 2001, 118 f. with n. 47 is quite optimistic in this 
respect.

	37	 Cf. Taita 2001, 117 f. with further references.
	38	 Hom. Il. 2, 592.
	39	 Str.  8,  3,  24: »Ἀλφειοῦ δὲ πόρον φησίν, ὅτι πεζῇ 

περατὸς εἶναι δοκεῖ κατὰ τοῦτον τὸν τόπον: κα-
λεῖται δὲ νῦν Ἐπιτάλιον τῆς Μακιστίας χωρίον.« 
(»He calls it ›fording-place of the Alpheius‹ because 
the river could be crossed on foot, as it seems, at 
this place. But it is now called Epitalium [a small 
place in Macistia]«, Translation: Jones 1927). This is 
confirmed by the reports of the operations of Agis 
against Elis (401  B.C.) and Philip  V (218  B.C.) in 
X. HG 3, 2, 25; 3, 2, 29 and Plb. 4, 73, 4; cf. also Taita 

2001, 122 with n. 66 and Taita 2013, 379.
	40	 Paus. 5, 6, 7. This may be indicated by the πόρος in 

Pi. O. 1, 92; 2, 13 (in contrast to 12, 48), cf. Taita 2001, 
127 f.; more on fords in Taita 2013, 369.

	41	 See esp. Taita 2007, 25 – 29 with further references. 
This also applies to the river system as a whole, 
which was well explored through practices of trans
humance (Taita 2007, 27 f.), also with regard to com-
munication routes in general. The reference to wet 
meadows near the Alpheios in X. An. 5, 3, 11 (obvi-
ously on the north side of the Artemis sanctuary do-
nated by Xenophon that provided suitable pasture 
for the draught animals of the festival participants) is 
also important.

	42	 This is not even implied by the milestone from Epi-
talio (see below).
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social classes may have travelled on horseback or – provided the quality of the paths al-
lowed it – in coaches. Xenophon mentions »draught animals« of the visitors to the Olympic 
Games43. In addition, we must assume numerous local connections that linked different 
sites in walking distance, and these short and direct connections, which were adapted to 
the fragmented terrain, often remain impossible to track. The movement in the field under 
modern-day conditions, however, gives an idea of how efficient such short distance con-
nections could actually be. This also gives a direct impression of how differently space was 
perceived if one used these paths. It also means that the partial ruggedness of the relief did 
not completely inhibit communication under pre-modern conditions.

After all, we have sufficient evidence to identify the most important roads, among which 
the »Sacred Road« (ἱερὰ ὁδὀς) or »Processional Way« (πομπικὴ ὁδὀς) stands out44. It led 
from Elis, probably from the local ›Old Gymnasium‹45, to Olympia, where it ended in a 
special entrance, the πομπικὴ ἔσοδος46. Its total length from Elis to Olympia was 300 sta-
des (about 55.8 km47), from Elis to the place Letrinoi 180 (about 33.3 km), and from there to 
Olympia 120 (about 22.2 km)48.

It is important to note that this connection was not only of practical significance, but 
also indicates that the topography was religiously charged (cf. below 3.2). As a ›sacred‹ 
road and place of solemnisation in the form of regular processions49, it also created a cul-
tic link between the political centre in the north and the central sanctuary in the south. In 
view of the peculiar organisation of the political union of the Eleans, one cannot distinguish 
between the centripetal and the centrifugal form of the procession. No hierarchical order 
differentiates both endpoints, as is the case in distinct polis cults elsewhere. A noteworthy 
characteristic in this regard is the presence of a spring located on this route, the Piera, where 
the Hellanodikai, the officials responsible for the Olympic Games and the games in honour 
of Hera (Heraia), as well as the Sixteen Women, performed their purification rituals50. In or 
near Letrinoi a side road apparently led to the harbour site Pheia (modern-day Agios An
dreas), which represented an important connection between Olympia and the sea51.

	43	 X. An. 5, 3, 11.
	44	 Paus. 5, 25, 7; cf. also 5, 15, 2; 5, 15, 7; 6, 20, 7. It is al-

most automatically equated with the »road through 
the plain« (Paus. 6, 16, 8; 6, 22, 8; cf. Str. 8, 5, 6 and 
Scholia Pl. R. 462  e, p. 164 [Ruhnken 1800] on the 
distance), already by Partsch 1897, 6 and cf. also 
Taita 2001, 119 with n. 48. 49; Sinn 2004, 128 f. For its 
course Partsch 1897, 6 f. remains fundamental.

	45	 Sinn 2004, 128 f. On the old gymnasium, see Paus. 
6, 23, 1 – 3.

	46	 Paus. 5, 15, 2; 5, 15, 7; 6, 20, 7. This entrance at the time 
of Pausanias is identified by Mallwitz 1972, 123 (see 
also Maddoli  – Saladino 1995, 270) with the south
west gate in the Roman enclosure wall of the Altis. 
Sinn 2004, 129 thinks of an entrance further north 
(near the Palaestra), but assumes a course south of 
the South Stoa in later times (see also Mallwitz 1972, 
122 for the main entrance southeast of the Temple of 
Zeus in Greek times). – The question needs a more 
detailed clarification.

	47	 We calculate the stade with 185 m. Admittedly, this 
is not a fixed measure in the sense of a calibrated an-
cient unit of measure (see esp. Janvier 1993), but it 
is based on the most common conversion, namely of 
the Roman mile (almost exactly 1480 m) to the Greek 
stade. The rate is often (e.g. in Pliny the Elder) calcu-
lated 1 : 8 (see also Şahin – Adak 2007, 120. In general, 

one has to take into account that these measurements 
pertain to country routes where greater precision 
was possible). According to Str. 7, 7, 4 this ratio was 
commonly applied, cf. Janvier 1993, 12 f.; Arnaud 
1993, 241, where also other variants are given, esp. 
to Polybius’s 1 : 8,33 that Str.  7,  7,  4 mentions as a 
special case (for possible changes in this respect, cf. 
the ideas of Pothecary 1995).

	48	 Paus. 6, 22, 8. On the location of Letrinoi, probably 
at modern-day Pyrgos or the monastery Ag. Ioan-
nis, see below 2.3.3.1; on the further course of the 
road (south of modern-day Salmoni, formerly Kou
koura, thus approximately along the railway line) 
see Partsch 1897, 7.

	49	 On the significance of walking for the sacralisation 
of geographical spaces, cf. Michaels 2006, 278; for 
Greece see esp. Nilsson 1951; Graf 1995; Graf 1996 
(where the distinction between centripetal and cen-
trifugal processions is made, which only applies in 
the framework of a strict definition of polis; on the 
problem of confinement to polis religion, see Kindt 
2012); see also generally Bekker-Nielsen 2009.

	50	 Paus. 5,  16,  8 (on the Plain Road); on the possible 
location south of Amaliada, on the border between 
the δῆμοι Elis and Letrinoi at that time, see Partsch 
1897, 7.

	51	 See now Taita 2013, 346 – ​348, with further references.
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The so-called Mountain Road (ὀρεινὴ ὁδός) or road ›through the mountains‹ formed 
another connection between Elis and Olympia52. In contrast to the route in the plain, this 
formed the direct link between these places by crossing the mountainous or hilly country 
in between. It led first up the Peneios River to the confluence with the Ladon, where Pylos 
was located at a distance of 80 stades from Elis. Then it followed the Ladon River as far 
as possible before crossing the watershed between the Peneios and Alpheios Rivers at the 
modern-day village of Mouzaki. From there, it trailed along the catchment area of the Leste
nitsa River, the main tributary of the Alpheios in this area. Here the road also passed the 
settlements of Alasyaion and Herakleia, the latter of which was probably located at modern-
day Pournari53. Further along it will have led through the modern-day villages of Pelopion 
and Platanos to Olympia. One might possibly locate the settlement of Dyspontion on this 
section of the road, as it lay »in the plain and on the road that leads from Elis to Olympia«54.

There existed yet other routes of transport and communication: North of the Alpheios a 
road led from Olympia to the east in the direction of Heraia and thus on to southern Arka-
dia, its initial section generally lying north of the Alpheios55. Near Harpina another road 
branched off to the north or north-east, into the area of modern-day Lalas on the Pholoe 
plateau, whence it continued to Pheraia / ​Pharaia and into northern Arkadia56.

In the south, there was an important route towards Samikon and the Anigros River and 
on to southern Triphylia and Messenia. Thanks to Pausanias, one may get some idea of 
this route: From Olympia, near the ford across the Alpheios, one finds the cliff of Typaion, 
which also served as a place of execution for Olympia. The road then left Skillous (west of 
modern-day Makrisia) to the right and approached the coast, where the area was »sandy 
and rich in pines«57. In the area of Skillous, where the sacred grove of Artemis dedicated 
by Xenophon was located, about 20 stades (3.7 km) south of Olympia, the road to Sparta 
branched off to the east or southeast58.

Another important route ran from Samikon directly along the coast across the aforemen-
tioned Alpheios ford at Epitalio and further north, and is directly attested by a milestone of 
Emperor Trajan from the year 11759. Indeed, the Alpheios itself served as a traffic route and 
was navigable almost nine kilometres upstream of its estuary. There was a harbour at its 

	52	 Str. 8, 3, 10; Paus. 6, 22, 5; Thphr. Lap. 16 (δι’ ὄρους); 
on its course cf. the very vivid description by Partsch 
1897, 4 – 6; for further information see Taita 2001, 
120 with n. 51. The lignite deposits at Kladeos and 
Goumero (see above n.  35) are not specific enough 
to define the localisation more precisely (see Partsch 
1897, 6). After all, at Goumero we are not too far from 
the course of the route assumed by Partsch. – Radt 
2007 ad loc. (with reference to Leake 1830, vol. 2, 187) 
considers the possibility that the distance of »less 
than 300 stades« between Olympia and Elis accord-
ing to Str. 8, 3, 30 could point to the Mountain Road 
(if it is not only a deviation due to the rounding off 
the length of the Plain Road).

	53	 The location of Alasyaion on this road is directly at-
tested (Str. 8, 3, 10), that of Herakleia indirectly from 
the context of Paus. 6, 22, 5 – 8. On the location of the 
places (for Alasyaion Partsch 1897, 4 considers the 
area around Karatoula) cf. below 2.3.2.2; 2.3.3.1.

	54	 Str. 8, 3, 32. On the basis of the wording one would 
assume a location on the Plain Road, but Meyer 1950, 
1737 thinks of the Mountain Road, which always ap-
pears as a link between Elis and Olympia in Strabo, 
as the author would otherwise not have explicitly 

added the specific reference to the plain. Inciden-
tally, this would not match the other topographical 
data (see also Mandl – Ruggeri 2000, 47 n.  15; Roy 
2002, 234 f.; Ruggeri 2004, 193). See also, in the light 
of our research, below 2.3.3.2.

	55	 Lucianus Peregr. 35; D. Chr. 1, 52. Paus. 6, 21, 3 – 22, 1 
takes it as a guide for orientation from east to west, 
from the Erymanthos River at the border to Arka-
dia to Olympia or to the Hippodrome. For a better 
understanding of the passage and the course of the 
road in relation to the Alpheios River (here already 
Wilamowitz had difficulties) see the enlightening 
remarks by Maddoli et al. 1999, 357 f.; cf. generally 
Taita 2001, 120 with n. 52.

	56	 Str.  8,  3,  32; see Partsch 1897, 8 with n.  1; Pritchett 
1989, 35 f.; Taita 2001, 121.

	57	 Paus. 5, 6, 1; 5, 6, 4; 5, 6, 7 (in the opposite direction); 
on the course see esp. Partsch 1897, 11 f.; Meyer 1957, 
47 – 49. 63 – 66 (still fundamental); further informa-
tion in Maddoli  – Saladino 1995, 210 f.; Taita 2001, 
123 – ​125.

	58	 X. An. 5, 3, 10 f.; Taita 2001, 123 f. with n. 70.
	59	 References in Taita 2001, 122  n.  64; see now Kolb 

2013, 116 f. with fig. 2.
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mouth and, at the appropriate point, one must also assume the existence of an inner river 
port60. Upstream, one could imagine that boats and ships had to be towed, while down-
stream transportation on the Alpheios was facilitated by the existing current. The towing of 
ships with the help of draught animals certainly required roads close to the river course. It 
seems conceivable that a polygonal wall near the early 20th century railway bridge across the 
Alpheios, in combination with geoarchaeological investigations, provides an indication for 
the existence of towpaths and port facilities (see 2.1.2.2; 2.2.2.4).

1.3 The social formation of space

The following is about how space was socially designed, i.e. primarily through the coexist-
ence of people who inhabit and manage it. Research has focused mainly on the political ge-
ography, i.e. on the organisation of the most important political power for the space in ques-
tion, the union of the Eleans, residents of Elis. In addition, however, aspects of the sacred 
topography have occasionally received attention. We have focused on these in the context 
of the project, guided by phenomenological spatial concepts and in particular by the idea of 
›existential space‹. This will be discussed in detail in the second part61.

At least from the 6th century onwards the ›tribe‹ or ›ethnos‹62 of the Eleans figures in his-
tory and appears as a well-organised political entity. Their name ›Waleioi‹ = ›people of the 
valley‹ indicates that the ethnogenesis took place in the area63. Groups that formed the elite 
carrying ethnic traditions (»Traditionskern«)64 had apparently migrated from the area of 
Aetolia65. In any case, this can be deduced from the stratigraphy of mythistory, as in the Ho-
meric Iliad the region essentially still appears as the land of the Epeians. These groups from 
Aetolia settled mainly in the fertile valleys and peripheral areas around the Peneios River 
and its tributary Ladon, and certainly mixed with the people already living there. The ques-
tion must remain open if and when they penetrated to the lower reaches of the Alpheios. At 
least the Peneios Valley around the town of Elis remained a significant centre66.

	60	 For the use of the estuary as a harbour cf. also Stan-
hope 1824, 55; Leake 1830, vol. 1, 45 f.; Curtius 1852, 
4.  73. For the length of the river section Plin. HN 
4,  6,  14 (»VI milia passuum«); generally see Paus. 
8,  14,  11; Philostr. VA  8,  15; cf. Taita 2001, 121.  130 
and above all the detailed study by Taita 2013. She 
assumes a river port at the mouth and (due to the 
length given by Pliny) an inland port »almost« in the 
area of the confluence with the Lestenitsa River (367). 
This may have been located near the modern railway 
bridge, see below 2.1.2.2; 2.2.2.4.

	61	 On ›existential space‹, cf. Tilley 1994, 16 f., see gener-
ally below 3.2.

	62	 The problematic term is used here in the sense of the 
Greek έθνος. Again, this concept is not clear-cut, but 
can be combined with modern notions of ›ethnicity‹ 
(which, however, is in itself problematic, as Ruby 
2006 [esp. 43 f. 52] has highlighted in his detailed dis-
cussion of current approaches. One should not pro-
ceed too schematically). After all, it can be said that it 
refers to a political community which thinks of itself 
as a community of descent, which is bound to a living 
environment, which of course does not primarily con-
stitute the community (in its emic perspective), as the 
group can survive migrations and may, if necessary, 
merge with groups of different origin and location.

	63	 See already Gschnitzer 1969, 277; on this and the fol-
lowing cf. Gehrke 2005. – The new beginnings, which 
are implied by the literary-mythological material, 
correspond to the new start of activity as the excava-
tions both in Elis and in Olympia document: In Elis 
Submycenaean and Protogeometric finds cover the 
second half of the 11th and early 10th centuries (Eder 
2001a). There is less evidence for the 9th century; but 
then there are clearer signs of habitation from the late 
8th century onwards (Eder – Mitsopoulos-Leon 1999).

	64	 For the term cf. Wenskus 1961, 5 – 9; Steinacher 2012, 
98 f. points to the problem arising from connecting 
this concept with certain notions of ethnicity and 
above all from a misunderstood reception of Wens
kus’ concepts. However, that does not alter the fact 
that it offers a differentiating concept that is helpful 
to describe processes of social integration from an 
ethnical point of view (»Ethnogenese«)  – and such 
processes are incidentally highly effective from an 
historical-empirical perspective.

	65	 However, cf. Fowler 2013, 130 f.
	66	 We also speak of ›hollow Elis‹ (for κοιλὴ Ἦλις see 

Th. 2, 25, 3; Str. 8, 3, 2; 8, 3, 3; 8, 3, 4; 8, 3, 17; 8, 3, 24; 
8, 3, 26; 8, 3, 30; 8, 5, 6; Istros FGrHist 334 Fr. 40; Paus. 
5, 16, 6); and according to Nafissi 2003, 24 with n. 15 
the term relates to the Peneios Valley.
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According to M. Nafissi67 ›Waleioi‹ forms the opposite term to ›Akroreioi‹ (»people 
from the mountains«) in the adjacent higher eastern and south-eastern regions around the 
Pholoe68. This area was mythistorically occupied by Pholos and the Centaurs69. It was incor-
porated into the region of Elis – although the period is not known – but remained a peculiar 
ensemble within the Elean union even in the Classical period70.

However, in the present context the political geography on the lower Alpheios River 
is more important. This micro-region has its own profile, but despite the fragmentation of 
the landscape, it was neither markedly separated from the ›hollow Elis‹ nor the Akroreia. 
The discussion of the routes of communication has highlighted this point. At least by the 
6th century, two administrative and political regions had emerged. Pisa (or the Pisatis, the 
area immediately around Olympia) and Triphylia, the zone south of the river towards Mes-
senia71. The territory of Pisa was an integral part of Elis, while the Triphylian sites and settle-
ments were considered Elean perioikoi (›dwellers around‹) and had the status of Elean allies 
(σύμμαχοι)72. In our research area, we must consider here Epitalion, Letrinoi, Amphidolia 
and Marganai.

At least from the 6th century onward, Pisa, the area immediately adjacent to Olympia, be-
longed to the territory of Elis, and thus was not merely part of the hegemonic symmachy73. 

	67	 Nafissi 2003, 40.
	68	 It lies »vicinissima a Olimpia« (Nafissi 2003, 40) or 

»above it«, Str. 8, 3, 32.
	69	 Pholos, son of Silen and a nymph, was one of the 

Centaurs living in the oak forest of Pholoe, who en-
tertained Herakles with wine from a barrel that Dio-
nysus had given to a Centaur four generations earlier 
with the requirement to open it only when Herakles 
would pass by. The smell of the wine attracted other 
Centaurs, who rushed in and started fighting for the 
wine. They were expelled by Herakles with his poi-
sonous arrows. While Pholos took care of the dead, 
he was accidentally injured when he pulled out an 
arrow and died (Stesich. PMGF  S  19 = 181  p. 162 
[Davies 1991]; Theoc. 7, 149; Diod. 4, 12, 3 – 8; Verg. 
georg. 2, 456; Aen. 8, 294; Käppel 2000, 949; Nafissi 
2003, 40 n.  129)  – The story could reflect the origi-
nal discrepancy between the settlers or population 
groups – exaggerated to a cultural divergence in the 
imaginaire of the Greeks: The Centaurs (= people in 
the mountains) could not enjoy the pleasures of the 
symposium in moderation. In contrast, in Olympia 
from the very beginning symposia and wine con-
sumption were common (Eder 2003; Eder 2006 on the 
remains of drinking vessels from the ›black layer‹). 
It seems plausible that a reminiscence of these Cen-
taurs (possibly as relatives of the Thessalian ones) is 
present in the west pediment of the temple of Zeus, 
as a ›second reading‹ or subtext and thus as addi-
tional evidence of the polyvalent readability of the 
work of art, which merges various versions or pro-
vides a new conglomeration of different versions 
and semantics (for this aspect cf. Heiden 2003). On 
the relations between Elis and Thessaly cf. below 3.2.

	70	 In the 4th  century, it consisted of four poleis, Thra-
istos, Halion, Eupagion, Opous (Diod. 17,  8; cf. 
X. HG 7, 4, 12 – 14 with Nafissi 2003, 26 n. 32).

	71	 The term is used for the sake of convenience. One has 
to take into account that the notion of Triphylia as a 

region emerged only around 400 B.C., according to 
Nielsen 1997.

	72	 This hegemonic symmachy of the Eleans results from 
Ebert  – Siewert 1999 = Siewert 2006, 49 – 51 (no.  4) 
(525 – ​500 B.C.), line 5: Elis »καὶ τᾶς συμ<α>χίας«; see 
now also Bourke 2017, 109 – 111 (with slightly differ-
ent views). In detail, these probably included the sites 
mentioned below. A criterion for the affiliation with 
the symmachy seems to have been that the Olympian 
Zeus appears in IvO 10 (Minon 2007, no. 14) and 11 
(Minon 2007, no. 12) as warranting the legal acts (bib-
liography in Wolff 2010, 102 n.  552). The question 
whether it was an ›allied‹ place or a subunit of Elis is 
not always easy to answer, and one can also expect 
that this changed occasionally: Skillous: Paus. 5, 6, 4; 
6, 22, 4; IvO 16 = van Effenterre – Ruzé 1994, Nr. 56 
= Minon 2007, no. 22, mid 5th century testified as de-
pendant, Wolff 2010, 97 with n. 515; Ewa: Meiggs – 
Lewis 1989, no. 17 = van Effenterre  – Ruzé 1994, 
Nr. 52: Ewaioi (formerly also Heraioi) (c.  500  B.C.): 
actually foedus aequum, but required penalties are 
due to Zeus of Olympia (thus indirectly to Elis, cf. 
tribute Lepreon); Anaitioi and Metapioi: IvO 10 (van 
Effenterre – Ruzé 1994, Nr. 51 = Minon 2007, no. 14), 
with Nafissi 2003, 42 with n. 146; Triphylia: Lepreon 
and Pylos, and Epeion bought for 30 talents accord-
ing to X. HG 3, 2, 30 (Wolff 2010, 100); furthermore 
probably (however, only according to a certain inter-
pretation of Hdt. 4, 148, see Wolff 2010, 96 f.), Makis-
tos, Phrixa, Pyrgos, Noudion, Epitalion (Wolff 2010, 
97); see also other places named on the occasion of 
the Elean-Spartan War (402 – ​400 B.C.): Akroreia (but 
see above), Letrinoi, Amphidolis, Marganeis, Lasion 
(Nafissi 2003, 26, on these cf. also below 2.3.3.1); cf. 
also the list of Elean places in Roy 1999, and Roy 
2004, 489 – ​504 and Ruggeri 2004. – On the ›Aetolian‹ 
Erxadieis (van Effenterre  – Ruzé 1994, Nr. 55) see 
Wolff 2010, 80 f. n. 426.

	73	 Still fundamental Meyer 1950; cf. also esp. Roy 2002.
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According to ancient – albeit not uniform – tradition or perception, there had been a ›polis‹ 
or, more cautiously, an ethno-political unit that had founded and organised the Olympics 
before the Eleans, who around 580 B.C., in the wake of military conflicts finally wrested 
control of the games. Under the protection of the powerful Arkadian Confederation and in 
the context of the reconstitution of their state, the Pisatans organised the Olympic Games of 
364 B.C. before finally making their peace with the Eleans.

Already in the 19th  century, Benedictus Niese had questioned the authenticity of the 
traditions of an early ›Pisatan‹ phase of the Olympic Games and considered it as retrojec-
tion from the time around 364, and after the addition of further arguments, this position has 
largely prevailed74. It has more recently been questioned again75 and therefore forms part of 
our agenda (see below 3.1).

First of all, we must consider which assumptions we can make about the structure of the 
Elean union at the end of the 6th century. This collective, which had formed only after the 
groups from the area of Aetolia or northwestern Greece had settled around the Peneios Riv-
er76, expanded to the south, east and southeast, to the mountains and the zones on the lower 
reaches of the Alpheios. Its organisation took a relatively loose and very complex form, al-
beit coupled with a high degree of coherence. According to Greek terminology, it formed an 
ethnos. Internally it was governed, apparently initially, by a strict aristocracy; this entailed 
the rule of the dominant families with a council of ninety nobles77, which perhaps included 
the members of the old ›traditional core‹ elite. This was probably replaced in the course of 
the 6th century by a broader order (a moderate oligarchy or agrarian democracy according 
to Aristotle)78.

More important than the question of the participation in power is the one in regard to 
the spatial organisation. The determining factor is formed by the markedly loose settlement 
pattern, which is said to consist of »villages« (κωμηδόν) and »many communities« (πολλοὶ 
δῆμοι), etc.79 We have to imagine a very diverse arrangement of various settlements, villages, 

	74	 For the discussion about Pisa, see Möller 2004; Niel
sen 1997; Roy 2002; Giangiulio 2009 (modified) and 
esp. Nafissi 2003, 28 – 30, see now also (particularly 
sceptical) Zingg 2016, 238 – ​266 (with extreme par-
allelism of the mythistory and the events around 
364 B.C.); Bourke 2017, 53 – 68.

	75	 Kõiv 2013; cf. the critical remarks in Bourke 
2017, 61 – 62.

	76	 However, cf. above n. 65.
	77	 Arist. Pol. 5, 5, 1306 a 12 – 18.
	78	 Arist. Pol. 6, 2, 1319 a 12 – 19 (possibly a law for the 

protection of smaller farmers); IvO  2 (Minon 2007, 
no. 20, after Jeffery 1990 475 – ​450  B.C., see the in-
scription NIO 5, which appears rather similar but a 
little older, Nafissi 2003,  44 f., who also recognises 
a mixture of local and central elements); IvO  3. 11 
(500 – ​475 B.C. after Jeffery 1990) with census-type (?) 
restrictions (IvO  11 = Minon 2007, no. 12,  3 f., cf. 
Nafissi 2003, 44) and »council« (the Five Hundred) 
and »people« (Nafissi 2003, 46). This would match 
Paus. 4,  28,  4 (»Ἠλεῖοι γὰρ τὰ μὲν παλαιότατα 
εὐνομώτατοι Πελοποννησίων«).  – Nafissi 2003, 
46 f. takes insufficient account of the changes men-
tioned in Aristotle and attributes this step of ex-
pansion to the synoikismos. If one does not favour 
a democratic interpretation and connect it with the 
change in the 5th  century, it seems better to at least 
link the council of the 500 (IvO 7 = Minon 2007, no. 4), 
which is larger than the »90«, with this enlargement 

in the sense of a moderate oligarchy or something 
similar.  – Hypothetical reconstruction of the in-
ternal constitutional development in Gehrke 1985, 
365 – ​367, partly to be modified according to Nafissi 
2003, 42 – 48, who also assembles the most important 
sources of the ethno-federal structure. Cf. now also 
Roy 2015a, who points out that Elis was not a federal 
state in the technical sense. Instead, he rightly speaks 
of a »complex structure«, which he however modi-
fies with his assumption of a »polis Elis with a very 
large territory by Greek standards, and a network of 
allies subordinate to it« (284). – The following prob-
lematic issues remain: The question of dating the 
inscriptions (e.g. the criterion for early dating [zeta 
for delta] following Dittenberger – Purgold on IvO 1, 
p. 3 is no longer valid), the correspondence between 
the developments that are inferred in the inscrip-
tions and those contained in the literary sources (esp. 
Arist., Str.), and the individual interpretation of the 
documented institutions (e.g. of the council). On the 
constitution of Elis see now also Bourke 2017, who 
underestimates, however, the abovementioned char-
acter of the Elean political union and the degree of its 
complex internal organisation (29 – 30. 88 – 92), thus 
placing special weight on the synoikismos (92 – 95) and 
dating the council of the 90 to 400 B.C. (171 f.).

	79	 Str. 8, 3, 2. Plb. 4, 73, 5 – 8 also emphasises the rural 
structure and the preference for life in the country-
side.
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hamlets, farmsteads and sanctuaries which were also organised and managed in their own 
way. Nevertheless, all of these existed under the control of a relatively central, greater entity, 
probably with intermediate tiers of community organisation and governance. This is best 
captured by Strabo, who speaks of a σύστημα δήμων80. Two places (at least from the 2nd 
half of the 6th century onward) represented centrality, the capital of Elis and the sanctuary 
of Zeus in Olympia.

At the latest from the 6th century on there existed an agora in Elis81. From the middle of 
the 6th century legal texts pertaining to the ethnos of the Eleans and its subunits were pub-
lished in bronze in Olympia82. Olympia, or rather the sanctuary, thus formed a »secondo 
polo«83 for the whole of Elis, and this found its cultic expression in the great procession 
between the two centres. This certainly favoured the plurality and flexibility in the rather 
loosely knit union and thus promoted integration. There was no annexation by a powerful 
polis centre, but an indirect integration that was also mediated via the sanctuary of Zeus. 
The respective local elites and populations had their own position in the union as a whole.

Texts dating from as early as the 7th century point to a clear self-conception of the ethnos 
of the Eleans, and by the 6th century at the latest there was a distinct political-administrative 
(›ethnic‹ in the sense of ethnos) and quite modern organisation that is visible in the textu-
alisation of rules and laws. The Eleans were able to expand their highly complex union in 
an adequate way, and finally to develop a considerable expansionary force, enhanced, as 
it were, by the prestige and wealth that the organisation of the games and the operation of 
the oracle provided. A wealth of laws and decisions allows us to gain a clear insight into 
the organisational structure at the central and local levels as well as between the different 
units. One could refer to this structure as tribal-federal in nature84, and we are inclined, for 
instance, to use the Swiss canton of Graubünden in its historical structures as a possible 
model.

In addition, all our information points to a relatively high level of stability (especially 
when compared to other Greek communities) even in times of change. This suggests that 
the elite was sufficiently open and gently moderated the process of change. At the same 
time, there was a relatively broad ›middle class‹ on a largely agrarian basis, within which 
no significant social differences, tensions or frictions can be discerned.

In this context, a democratisation or further opening of the constitution is to be assumed, 
or at least conceivable, even if the evidence remains meagre85. The dating is unclear. Indeed, 
one could make a tentative connection with the synoikismos of 472/471; this, however, needs 
to remain hypothetical86.

In general, one should not overestimate the significance of the synoikismos in view of the 
already achieved degree of organisation and stability. In any case, it was merely a question 
of settlement organisation and did not involve a constitutional change. Perhaps it was a 
catching-up in terms of ›modernisation‹, primarily led by the need for an adequate repre-
sentation of a prominent state which considered itself eminent. It was now fashionable for 

	80	 Str. 8, 3, 2 (Edition: Jones 1927).
	81	 Siewert 1994, 26; Siewert 2001; Eder – Mitsopoulos-

Leon 1999, 24 – 35 – at an earlier time (in the 9th/8th, 
if not even in the 7th  century), there still lay (some) 
tombs: Nafissi 2003, 24 with n. 11.

	82	 Siewert 1994.
	83	 Nafissi 2003, 48, cf. Yalouris 1996, 70; on Olympia 

within Elis, but also beyond see Roy 2013.
	84	 The federal aspect has recently been highlighted by 

Nafissi 2003, based primarily on IvO 3. 7. 11 (Minon 
2007, nos. 13. 4. 12); see also Alonso Troncoso 2013, 

211 (with further references). – The significantly de-
centralised aspects also become apparent in Polybius’ 
comments on the local jurisdiction (Plb. 4, 73, 8).

	85	 Gehrke 1985, 366.
	86	 Against the correlation of democratisation and syn

oikismos see Hölkeskamp 1999;  97 – ​103; Roy 2002, 
258; cf. the summary in Wolff 2010, 93 with n. 487. 
In contrast, Bourke (2017, 95 – ​101) associates the syn
oikismos with the establishment of a radical type of 
democracy.
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states to feature an urban centre, and if necessary, this could have been combined with a 
more pragmatic ›revision‹ of the constitution87.

In any case, according to our sources the complex interaction between the centre and 
the various subunits as well as the perioikoi continued without any serious changes. Per-
haps the establishment of local phylai as intermediates between the centre and the subunits 
(demes) helped to restructure the interactions between the different levels, in a way similar 
to Athens. However, the period of introduction of these phylai remains unclear, and only 
for the year 368 is their local character testified with any degree of certainty, although this 
merely marks a terminus ante quem88.

What has been said about Elis in general can be assumed in a more condensed form for 
Olympia and the surroundings of the sanctuary in particular, i.e. in the area of Pisa. This 
is of considerable importance for our work and its interpretations. Firstly, the centrality of 
the sanctuary itself needs to be emphasised. As we have seen, it applies to the Elean union 
itself (disregarding the Panhellenic importance for the time being), but also for the imme-
diate environment. Here the sanctuary functions as a centre. At the local level, there exists 
a clear complementary relation between Olympia and the surrounding area of Pisa. They 
belong together and can be understood as a single unit in the sense of ›centre and environ-
ment‹. This has been addressed as »two sides of one and the same coin«89. One might also 
say that Pisa is »la zone profane et habituée qui entourage le lieu sacré, c’est à dire le lieu 
géographique, par opposition à Olympie, qui désignait le sanctuaire«90. In addition, accord-
ing to current knowledge, before systematic and comprehensive investigations took place, 
there existed no major settlements, but rather scattered hamlets and villages91. This accords 
with the impression the Spartans gained around 400 B.C., who considered the inhabitants 
χωρῖται, or »peasants«, and therefore unsuitable to host the Olympic Games92. On the other 
hand, references exist to the Pisatan ὀκτάπολις93. In the following section, we shall discuss 
whether our current research has produced any new results in this regard.

2 FIELD REPORTS AND PRELIMINARY RESULTS

The work is essentially tripartite: fieldwork, the documentation and processing of the re-
spective finds and findings (in the museum stores, in laboratories, virtual); and, finally, 
the evaluation according to superordinate questions and perspectives. The project partici-
pants have carried out numerous preliminary studies, especially in connection with the 
large Olympia exhibition at the Gropius-Bau in Berlin (2012/2013), including workshops 
in Olympia and Berlin. Geoarchaeological investigations using geophysics and terrestrial 
laser scanning (LIDAR – Light Detection and Ranging) enabled the specific documentation 

	87	 In view of what Aristotle (see above n. 78) writes on 
agrarian democracies, and because of the preceding 
development, this did certainly not amount to a radi-
cal cut.

	88	 The oldest document is NIO 5 A (Minon 2007, no. 16), 
1, see also Aristodem. FGrHist 414 Fr. 2 a. b and esp. 
Paus. 5, 9, 4 – 6. For the evidence of the local charac-
ter of the phylai in the year 368 see Bultrighini 1990, 
146 – ​162. Because there were ten phylai in a previous 
period (Paus. 5, 9, 5) and there is a possible parallel 
to Athens (council of 500), one could  – with a con-
jecture of Paus. 5,  9,  5 – arrive in the year 472 B.C. 
and the time of the synoikismos (Gehrke 1985, 366 f.). 
Bultrighini 1990 (esp. 172) considers the number of 

eight phylai to be feasible even for the 6th  century 
due to the »Sixteen Women« of the Heraia in rela-
tion to eight phylai (Paus. 5, 16, 2 – 8). For the phylai 
cf. also Gschnitzer 1958, 12 f.; Jones 1987, 142 – ​145; 
Maddoli 1991, 165 f.; Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 225 – ​
227; Nafissi 2003, 49; Ruggeri 2004, 44 – 53.

	89	 Giangiulio 2009, 76.
	90	 Minon 2007, 90.
	91	 See esp. Meyer 1950, 1750; Yalouris 1972, 95 f.; 

Maddoli et al. 1999, 304 f.; Mandl – Ruggeri 2000, 51; 
Ruggeri 2004, 190.

	92	 X. HG 3, 2, 31.
	93	 Meyer 1950, 1737 – ​1739; Roy 2002.
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of previously unknown archaeological remains, as was the case in the area of the Bronze 
Age cemetery at Kioupia in Mageiras in the context of preliminary explorations in coopera-
tion with the Ephorate of Elis in spring 2014. Here, within the planned future survey area, 
previously unknown chamber tombs were discovered, and tombs that had already been 
excavated were measured in detail.

2.1 Archaeological Survey

The archaeological programme consisted of fieldwork and the analysis of artefacts. The fol-
lowing presents a preliminary account of the results achieved so far. An essential part of the 
working programme of the first three years of the project consists of the implementation of 
an archaeological and geoarchaeological survey taking into account all categories of finds 
and periods. The detailed geomorphological study of the development of the landscape and 
the fine-grained chronological reconstruction of the paleoenvironment are of fundamental 
importance, as they allow the reconstruction of the landscape by identifying and taking into 
account all anthropogenic interventions and activities. Three archaeological and three geo-
morphological campaigns took place. The former took place in the autumn months after the 
end of the maize and grain harvest, the latter were carried out more intensively in spring, as 
the more humid conditions favoured core drilling.

The selected zones of the survey area exhibit a heterogeneous nature whose variables 
are, on the one hand, the geological and geomorphological character, the landscape types 
and the topography. On the other hand, anthropogenic activities have led to changes in the 
environment. Throughout the study area of the ›Olympia and its Environs‹ Project all vari-
ables appear in various forms. Olive trees are grown to varying degrees, often entailing con-
siderable changes in the landscape. Olive cultivation is one of the effective postdepositional 
processes as it is associated with terracing measures, which often involve the stripping of 
up to 2 m of topsoil. This can result in the removal, burial or exposure of more ancient traces 
of anthropogenic activity.

In spite of the aforementioned time frame (about 1200 – ​400 B.C.) forming the focus of 
our primary epistemological interest, in the first project phase the documentation of the 
survey results and finds adheres to strict criteria to ensure the greatest comprehensiveness 
possible. The collected data and finds will thus be available for future research using differ-
ent questions and angles. For instance, interesting findings have evidently emerged for the 
Byzantine period.

Of crucial importance is the close integration of archaeological and geoscientific meth-
ods forming a geoarchaeological framework. Landscape archaeology and historical geogra-
phy thus gain new opportunities. Particularly significant is the combination of archaeolo
gical findings with multi-proxy data, which are relevant for the paleoenvironment. As the 
potential or previously known settlements in the core of the survey area are sites of erosion, 
adequate sedimentary records in this area are lacking. Therefore, geological data were ob-
tained from directly adjacent sedimentary basins, where adequate geological stratigraphies 
are available as a basis for deciphering the landscape history.
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2.1.1 Methods

The intensive archaeological grid survey 
took place with two groups each consisting 
of five to six people in annual campaigns 
of approximately 30 days each. The sur-
vey area was divided into a regular grid of 
100 × 100 m squares that were walked by 
teams in parallel tracks (fig. 2)94. The larger 
sites were subdivided into collection fields 
of 20 × 20 m.

A two-stage process forms the basis of 
the documentation. In the field, observa-
tions and information were recorded in 
diaries or on maps (1 : 5000); landscape fea-
tures, finds and findings were documented 
in photographs. For orientation the survey-
ors had handheld GPS devices, topographi-
cal maps and satellite images. In general, 
ground visibility varied considerably, and 
this was taken into account in the evalua-
tion (visibility factor).

During the systematic prospection (grid 
with tracks), the immobile findings were 
sketched and the diagnostic find material 
(as expected, mainly pottery fragments and 
tiles) was collected from the surface and 

	94	 Staff: Archaeological team of German and Greek 
students, 2015: L.  B.  Balandat, A.  Galeano Araque, 
C. Herbik, V. V. Hoft, M. Kalisch, F. Kotzur, G. Kout-
simanis, M. Papoutsakis, M. F. Rönnberg, K. Weber, 
R.  Winter, A.  W.  Xilakis; 2016: J.  Göbel, M.  Gras, 
M.  Kalisch, E.  Karampourniotis, E.  Karathanou, 
E. Kirkilesi, S. Manicke, M. Marsh-Hunn, R. P. Metz, 
P.  Patouni, M.  Riepe, D.  L.  Rogall, Ch.  Sakareli, 

A.  Sieverling, E.  Theodorou, R.  Winter, A.  W.  Xila-
kis; 2017: J.  Göbel, M.  Gras, M.  Kalisch, E.  Kirkile-
si, L.  Korbach, M.  Marsh-Hunn, P.  Menti, R.  Metz, 
M. Riepe, D. Syrmalis, R. Winter, K. Wörzler – Geo-
archaeology: L.  Obrocki, B.  Röbke, I.  Korinski, 
N. Becker – Ephorate: D. Klephtonikolos, S. Lampro-
poulos, Z. Leventouri, Ch. Liangouras, K. Loumiouti.

Fig. 2 Survey grid system

brought to the depot for evaluation. All finds with a chronological, typological and / or func-
tional significance are considered diagnostic.

This survey project distinguishes between archaeological ›sites‹ and ›off-sites‹. ›Sites‹ 
are defined by artefact clusters of variable size. Minor scatterings of material or single finds 
in an otherwise empty area are termed ›sites‹, and the same applies to the clustering of finds 
in an environment with considerable ›background noise‹. The type of artefacts – e.g. ceram-
ics or stone tools – is not a defining criterion.

The data obtained in the field were then digitally documented. All these parameters have 
been incorporated into the database model designed by C. Hickel (TU Darmstadt) (fig. 3). In 
the depot, A. Sieverling was responsible for the sorting of the finds according to collection 
squares (collections) as well as for the photographic documentation. Subsequently, F. Lang 
and A. Sieverling carried out a first chronological assessment of the collections, which forms 
the basis for the present temporary mapping of the sites according to periods.
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The finds from the numerous excavations of the region such as those from the sanctuary 
of Olympia served as chronological reference material for the dating of the ceramic finds. 
The first review of the material allows for a preliminary chronological overview of the sites.

2.1.2 Archaeological results

The following sections present the results of a first evaluation of the archaeological survey 
data. The official permit covered a maximum of 30 square kilometres of which 13 were in-
tensively surveyed (fig. 4). The landscape as well as anthropogenic interventions influenced 
the visibility and accessibility of the prospection areas as well as the conditions for the sur-
vival and visibility of archaeological finds. Areas under cultivation, severe erosion, settle-
ment activity or fenced areas, where access was sometimes denied, at times limited survey 
activity.

Concerning the preservation of individual artefact types, it should be noted that hardly 
any lithic artifacts and very few remains of pre-modern architecture were found in the en-
tire survey area95. Nevertheless, the many terracotta tiles are indirect witnesses of the an-
cient built environment. Pottery and tiles clearly dominate the range of discovered items. In 
a few cases the quality of the surface pottery was remarkably good.

	95	 No expert of lithics was part of our team.

Fig. 3 Survey Data Model
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2.1.2.1 Zone 1: Kladeos Valley – Archaia Pisa (fig. 5)

Zone 1 includes firstly the Kladeos River valley running north from Olympia, and secondly 
the areas east of the sanctuary of Zeus up to the village of Archaia Pisa (formerly Miraka) 
and its surroundings. An irregular rolling country characterises the landscape, where the 
streams of the Kladeos and Pilalistra flow through the western part of the survey area. In its 
lower reaches, the Kladeos is confined east and west by ridges before it joins the Alpheios 
River west of the sanctuary. The sanctuary of Olympia was set up near the confluence of 
these two rivers, south of Kronos Hill and not centrally in the Kladeos Valley. In the north-
east, the terrain framed by mountain ranges widens around the village of Kladeos. Here and 
in the Kladeos Valley, the ridges are succeeded by flat areas that are suitable for cultivation 
and where olives, grapes and vegetables are grown today.

The Kladeos forms a striking natural boundary that separates the area around Olympia 
into a western and an eastern part. The Kladeos River has over time cut its course in places 
down to 10 m into the sandy marl. The geoarchaeological investigations were able to prove 
that its course changed over the centuries (see below). Thus, the crossing of the Kladeos was 
apparently not always a trivial undertaking. The river also had, according to eyewitness 
reports, significance as source of drinking water well into the 20th century.

In contrast to zones 2 and 3, the natural deformation is particularly strong in Zone 1 
(fig. 6). The Kladeos Valley is heavily modified by development; the tourist infrastructure 
has made a lasting contribution to the transformation of this area over the decades, not least 
by extensive road construction measures. The agricultural use as well as the high degree of 
erosion of the sandy marls also influence the landscape dynamics.

The survey area in the Kladeos Valley stretches from the hills north of the villages of 
Platanos and Mageiras to the sanctuary in the south (fig. 5. 7). Expanding villages, farms of 
various sizes, fenced farmland as well as greenhouses hampered walking in this zone.

East of Olympia, about 30 hectares are occupied by the IOC’s International Olympic 
Academy site, which is fenced and therefore could not be prospected (fig. 7 no. 13). Small-
scale fertile settlement areas characterise the ambit of the modern village of Archaia Pisa, 
where today, apart from olives and grapes, fruit and vegetables are grown (figs. 5. 7). The 
modern village is located on a plateau, which slopes steeply on its western side. On the wide 
and flat valley floor below, there are two winter streams.

In Zone 1, the northern area within the triangle of the villages of Koskinas, Mageiras and 
Platanos, as well as the area around Archaia Pisa proved particularly rich in finds (fig. 27). To 

Fig. 4 Surveyed areas 2015 – ​2017
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the southeast of the village of Platanos rises a prominent hill where a quarter of the summit 
was levelled for the construction of a helicopter landing place in 2004 (figs. 6 no. 1; 7 no. 1). 
The finds on the hill and on its slopes date back to various periods (continuous from the 
Bronze Age to the Classical period; fig. 8), and among them was the fragment of a firedog 
(fig. 9). At the southern foot of this hill in a field called Renia, where a tunnel of the National 
Road 74 is today located, Mycenaean chamber tombs came to light (figs. 6 no. 2; 7 no. 2).

Northwest of the village of Koskinas and between the villages of Mageiras and Kladeos 
the evidence for sites increases (figs. 6 no. 3; 7 no. 3; 27). In Koskinas, two nearby sites are 
particularly interesting. At a place on the eastern spurs of a hill near the western banks of the 
Kladeos a large quantity of primarily Classical-Hellenistic pottery was found. The assem-
blage of finds suggests that this was once the place of an ancient settlement. Approximately 
250 m northwest of this site, beyond a pass, lies another hill. At the summit of this hill and 
on its western slopes primarily Roman and post-ancient material was collected, possibly 
deriving from a village that was destroyed, according to information provided by a local 

Fig. 5 Areas located in Zone 1, Kladeos Valley and Archaia Pisa
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farmer, in the late 18th century and of which no remains are visible (figs. 6 no. 4; 7 no. 4). If this 
is true, the destruction could be linked to the suppression of the 1770 uprising by Albanian 
troops96. Two models are conceivable to explain the relationship of these neighbouring sites 
to each other: on the one hand, the existence of a large, more or less continuous settlement; 
and on the other, the shift of the settlement focus from the east to the northwest in Roman 
times. North of these sites, the finding of a tegula mammata indicates the existence of a Ro-
man bath, where these tiles served the circulation of hot air (figs. 7 no. 5; 10).

Fig. 6 Zone 1, Olympia to 
Koskinas – view from east 
to west

Fig. 7 Zone 1, location of 
find spots

	96	 On the uprising of the Peloponnesian Greeks in the 
Russo-Turkish war from 1768 to 1774 during the Rus-
sian naval operation under the Orlov brothers see in 
particular Παπαδόπουλος 1975, 58 – 85; for the sup-
pression and the role of the Albanian troops in the 
northwest of the Peloponnese 70 – 73. On the impor-

tance of Albanians as representatives of Ottoman 
rule after 1800 see also Gell 1817, 34; Leake 1830a, 3. 
46; Cockerell 1903, 71. Sibthorpe 1820, 80 f. offers a 
vivid description on the occasion of a visit of the Aga 
of Lalas on March 2nd/3rd 1795.


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Among the sites in the wider area of Ma-
geiras lies Kioupia Hill, where in 2007, after 
the great fire, an exceptionally large cem-
etery of Mycenaean chamber tombs with 
valuable burial gifts was discovered and 
subsequently excavated (fig. 7 no. 6)97. In its 
closer and wider surroundings, the survey 
team documented Archaic as well as Classi-
cal pithoi or tiles that may belong to tombs 
(fig. 11).

Opposite Kioupia on the eastern side of 
the Kladeos to the northeast of Mageiras lies 
a multi-period site (fig. 7 no. 7), where huge 
blocks of a brick-mortar wall lie scattered in 

Fig. 9 Fire dog from site no. 1 near Platanos

Fig. 8 Collection of prehistor
ic sherds from site no. 1 near 
Platanos

	97	 Mageiras-Kioupia: Vikatou 2012; Βικάτου 2014a; Βι-
κάτου 2014b; Βικάτου 2014c; Βικάτου 2016.

the terrain. They derive from a former monastery, which is said to have been demolished 
in the 18th century, according to the information provided by an employee of the Ephorate. 
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In the 19th century, a church was built here 
for Agios Nikolaos, which is currently be-
ing renovated.

In the 19th  century, some villages were 
established in this area, partly due to pop-
ulation relocation. The residents of Kaza-
ni left their village in the mountains and 
moved to Koskinas (fig. 5). In the villages of 
Koskinas and Mageiras, a church was built 
after 1860 for which ancient spoils of shelly 
limestone, probably from ancient Olympia, 
were used (fig. 12). At Koskinas, west of the 
Kladeos, the remains of a watermill still ex-
ist today (figs. 6 no. 8; 7 no. 8; 13). According 
to the information provided by the owners, 
it dates back to the 19th century. A short dis-
tance away, the Pilalistra River flows into 

the Kladeos River. Consulting old maps shows that in the year 1882 the Pilalistra joined the 
Kladeos approximately 600 m further south (as the crow flies), where there was another 
mill. This provides evidence for river regulation, which has led to a considerable change in 
the water infrastructure of the area.

A hitherto unknown and possibly looted Mycenaean chamber tomb deserves to be men-
tioned among the sites discovered by the survey teams between Koskinas and Olympia. It 
was cut into a low hill not far from the Kladeos River (figs. 6 no. 9; 7 no. 9; 14. 16). As in the 
case of Kioupia there is evidence of Early Iron Age and Archaic tombs nearby, and here the 
fragment of a painted thin-walled vessel of the Archaic period was found (fig. 15). In terms 
of location, this example illustrates that not only prominent hills, such as Kioupia, were 
selected as sites for Mycenaean chamber tombs (fig. 16). Not far to the east of this cemetery, 
a potential Byzantine farmstead once stood on a low hill, which offered a good view of the 
Kladeos Valley (figs. 6 no. 10; 7 no. 10; 16). A few Roman finds were also made. To the south, 
a dirt road leads east to the area of the village of Archaia Pisa.

Fig. 10 Tegula mammata

Fig. 11 Mageiras-Kioupia, 
Archaic pithos grave
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Southern Kladeos area: The modern town of Olympia developed only as the importance 
of the sanctuary for tourism grew (fig. 5). Hardly any sites have been registered in its imme-
diate surroundings as the deformation caused by the modern village has almost completely 
sealed the surfaces (fig. 5). On the hill northeast of the New Museum, ceramics and tiles 
testify to Middle Bronze Age, Mycenaean, Hellenistic and Roman activities (fig. 7 no. 11). 
According to an employee of the Ephorate, Bronze Age walls were uncovered on the north 
side.

In comparison with the other survey zones the Kladeos area produced the largest quan-
tity of Roman tiles which indirectly refer to buildings or tombs (fig. 18).

Fig. 12 Koskinas, church 
with ancient spolia from 
Olympia (?)

Fig. 13 Koskinas, aque-
duct of 19th century
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Fig. 14 Kladeos Valley, site no. 9: stomion 
of Mycenaean tomb

Fig. 15 Kladeos Valley, site 
no. 9: fragments of Laconian 
type vessel

Fig. 16 Kladeos Valley, 
sites nos. 9 – 10: view to 
Mycenaean tomb and Byz-
antine farmstead

Fig. 17 Drouva – Flokas, 
collection of post-antique 
pottery fragments

0 2  cm
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Drouva – Flokas

West of the Kladeos, the number of sites is 
significantly lower than in the rest of the 
study area (fig. 27). Around the villages 
Flokas and Drouva, where few significant 
finds could be made due to recent construc-
tion activities and numerous fenced plots, 
hardly any sites of ancient times and only 
a few of post-antiquity have been observed 
(figs. 5. 7. 17). There is a striking number of 
stone-lined wells in this area.

Drouva rises above the western Kladeos 
Valley, from where one enjoys a good view 
of the Kladeos Valley and the sanctuary 
of Olympia98. Flokas, however, lies on the 
western slope of this ridge offering a view 
across the Alpheios River plain to the sea99. 
The summit of the hill above Flokas, with 
the Prophitis Ilias church, affords a view 
of both the Kladeos Valley and the sea 
(figs.  6  no. 12; 7  no. 12). In the first half of 
the 20th century, a path still led from Flokas 
passing Drouva to the Alpheios riverside, 
whence a ferry provided passage to the 
other side.

To the west of Drouva, a ridge runs par-
allel to the Alpheios River and terminates at 
its western end at a point where the course 

	98	 It was still a »winter station of shepherds from the 
high mountains« in the 19th century (Ross 1848, 191; 
translated from German text).

	99	 The village of Flokas is already mentioned by travel-
lers in the early 19th century and is apparently even 
older.

	100	 For prehistoric finds in the Miraka area cf. also Πα-
παχατζής 1979, 384 f. and generally see esp. Παπα-
κωνσταντίνου 1992 no. 37 (Classical-Hellenistic-
Roman cemetery) and nos.  38 – 47 (LH  III  A – B or 
Mycenaean, Classical to Late Antiquity).

Fig. 18 Kladeos Valley, fragment of Roman brick

of the Alpheios changes direction to the north and where a dam was built in the 1960s 
(fig. 19). In this plot called Αγκόν(ι)α lies a convenient pass from the north towards the Al-
pheios (fig. 19 no. 19). This could be interesting with respect to the localisation of the Sacred 
Road.

Archaia Pisa (Miraka)

Significant construction activity (buildings and roads) characterises the area of Archaia 
Pisa100 (fig. 5) east of Olympia, and increased erosion with significant shifts is partially asso-
ciated with this. On the slope directly west below Archaia Pisa, near a fountain, remains of 
Bronze Age (Mycenaean?) tombs (including bones) and Hellenistic, but mainly Roman and 
Byzantine era fragments have been uncovered. The ruins of a Roman aqueduct bridge are 
preserved north of the road to Archaia Pisa (figs. 7 no. 14; 20).



124 B. Eder – H.-J. Gehrke – E.-I. Kolia – F. Lang – L. Obrocki – A. Vött

Fig. 20 Archaia Pisa, part  
of Roman aqueduct

Fig. 19 The area of Angona

Fig. 21 Aerial photograph  
of Frangonisi


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Fig. 22 Roman tomb  
at Frangonisi

Fig. 23 Brick with  
Homeric verses

Fig. 24 Pre-Roman cist 
grave at Frangonisi
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South of the road and about 1 km east of 
Olympia (figs. 5. 7 no. 15) lies the so-called 
hill of Pisa (nowadays known as Oinomaos 
Hill). Its summit was not accessible for the 
survey team due to the dense vegetation. 
W. Dörpfeld had previously carried out ex-
cavations here in 1908. On the upper slope 
of this prominent hill, a large quantity of 
mainly (Middle) Bronze Age but also Hel-
lenistic, possibly also Roman remains were 
found in the dense shrubs within a relative-
ly small area. In the thicket nearby a ditch 
probably represents remains of Dörpfeld’s 
excavation at the site, where he discovered 
remains of walls, children’s graves, as well 
as prehistoric and Classical Greek pot-
tery101. In Dörpfeld’s opinion, this was the 
site of a prehistoric settlement. For later 
periods, he merely assumed the existence 
of a »building or altar«. Due to the dense 
vegetation, no further details are currently 
recognisable. Bronze Age, Archaic-Classical 
and Hellenistic-Roman sites have been dis-
covered in the wider area.

	101	 Pisa: Dörpfeld 1908; Dörpfeld 1935, 273 – ​275, 
Beilage 23. 24 plate 23.

	102	 Γιαλούρις 1966, 171; Θέμελης 1967, 212.
	103	 We gratefully acknowledge the financial support 

of the Regula Pestalozzi Foundation in carrying 

out this work.  – https://www.archaeology.org/
issues/323-1901/features/7196-top-10-discoveries-
of-2018; for the publication of the brick, see Summa 
et al. 2021.

The Roman necropolis near Frangonisi, south of Archaia Pisa, yielded remarkable indi-
vidual finds (figs. 7 no. 16; 21)102. The Roman graves in some cases consist of elaborate tombs 
set in bricks (fig. 22). Some tombs feature benches and niches, and one tomb even contains 
remnants of a mural painting. In this cemetery, cist and tile graves of older periods had also 
been excavated (fig. 24), and a team of architects has recently conducted an architectural 
survey of this cemetery. During these investigations, a sensational find came to light. Verses 
from the Odyssey were engraved on a Roman brick, making it their oldest record (fig. 23)103.

Following the road south of this archaeological site towards the east, one arrives on the 
east side of a hill (fig. 7 no. 17), at the foot of which architectural remains and the line of an 
open Roman (?) aqueduct are visible (fig. 25). Only a more detailed investigation will allow 
for a final assessment of the function of this system.

Post-ancient periods are abundantly present in the area (fig. 27). Many sites are located 
on the lower slopes of hills or in the valley near the winter streams; these however do not 
constitute material relocated by natural processes. In the small settlement areas to the west, 
there are numerous indications of Byzantine and later settlement.

The remains of a large pottery kiln provide evidence of local ceramic production 
(figs. 7 no. 18; 26). So far, no comparative examples are known that enable a chronological 
classification. Its construction suggests a post-ancient date. The structure appears unusual 
insofar as parts of the kiln are covered with mortar, which could indicate a secondary – and 
as yet unknown – use.

Fig. 25 Frangonisi, part of Roman (?) aqueduct
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The diachronic mapping of the provisionally dated sites provides a first impression of 
the anthropogenic use of the Kladeos Valley and the area around Archaia Pisa (fig. 27). Sites 
are concentrated in two zones: in the northern Kladeos Valley and around Archaia Pisa.

In Zone 1, the representation of individual periods varies between the Kladeos Valley 
and the area around Archaia Pisa. Sites with Bronze Age pottery were found mainly in 
the northern part of the Kladeos Valley and become increasingly fewer in the direction of 
Olympia. However, in the wider area of the village of Archaia Pisa Bronze Age sites are also 
known.

The archaeological surface finds belonging to the Early Iron Age and Archaic period do 
not reflect the importance of the sanctuary in these phases. One of the reasons lies in the 
change in cultural practices in relation to the Mycenaean period: for example, the change in 
burial customs involved the change from elaborate chamber tombs to small and sometimes 
isolated cist graves, each with a different degree of archaeological visibility and survival 
rate. The sites lie mainly in the northern Kladeos Valley. It is interesting that the Early Iron 
Age and Archaic finds most often appear in places that were already in use in the Bronze 
Age.

The number of sites increases in the Classical-Hellenistic period. They are located in the 
north of the Kladeos Valley and in the surroundings of Archaia Pisa. The greatest density 
of Roman sites lies in Zone 1 when compared to Zones 2 and 3. In the Byzantine era, the 
number of sites continues to increase. They occur more frequently in the area of Archaia 
Pisa than in the Kladeos Valley. A corresponding picture emerges for the 19th – 20th century. 
The few Ottoman sites are located only in the west and north of the Kladeos Valley. Overall, 
the current state of evaluation illustrates different preferences in the settlement areas. The 

Fig. 26 Archaia Pisa, site 
no. 18: part of post-antique 
kiln
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Kladeos Valley is dominated by prehistoric and ancient sites, while post-ancient sites are 
more prominent in the area of Archaia Pisa. The sites within the Kladeos area are complete-
ly oriented towards the valley. Platanos occupies a mediating position between the closed 
Kladeos Valley and the wide western Alpheios River Plain; Flokas, however, clearly looks 
towards the west.

As the Kladeos area forms a rather closed settlement area, routes within and through 
the area to the sanctuary are particularly important. The Kladeos River – as already stated 
above – forms a natural obstacle and can pose more or less of a challenge depending on the 
season. Beyond the Mountain Road and the Sacred Road (see above 1.2 and below), which 
are mentioned in ancient sources, the natural topography and the distribution of the sites 
offer indications of possible roads. In the northern Kladeos Valley, the sites are located in 
places that can be classified as passes in the broadest sense. Near the hill south of Platanos 
(figs. 5. 7 no. 1), the terrain offers a good link between the Kladeos Valley and the western 

Fig. 27 Zone 1 – distribution of preliminarily dated find spots
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Alpheios plain, precisely where one might suspect the Mountain Road. Farther to the south
east, sites (figs. 7 nos. 3. 4; 27) of different periods concentrate on and between two hills, 
which form a pass of sorts. It may not be a coincidence that the newly built National Road 
No. 74 (cf. fig. 5) follows this route. In the northeast near the modern villages of Mageiras 
and Kladeos (formerly Stravrokephalo) ancient as well as post-ancient sites cluster on both 
sides of the Kladeos. Old maps and travel reports104 indicate that roads led through both vil-
lages to the east in the direction of Lalas.

According to the current state of the present analysis, it should be considered whether 
the accumulation of the sites (fig. 7 nos. 3. 4) indicates the possible location of a crossing of 
the Kladeos. In the early 20th century, the Kladeos River could be passed on a bridge near 
Mageiras. Until then – judging by the maps – there was only one bridge leading to the ex-
cavations of the sanctuary in the south. The construction of the bridge near Mageiras at the 
end of the 19th or early 20th century suggests an increase in the importance of the route from 
Platanos in the west to the eastern part in the direction of Lalas.

2.1.2.2 Zone 2: Salmoni (figs. 1. 28. 29)

The second prospection area is located in the west, just north of the lower reaches of the 
Alpheios River, which connects this area with Olympia, near the modern village of Sal-
moni (formerly Koukoura). Here is a solid rock base with several ridges and a geological 
bottleneck on the lower reaches of the Alpheios. Place names in ancient written sources as 
well as the question of the navigability of the Alpheios River lead to this area (see below). 
Particularly prominent is the hill immediately south of Salmoni with the church of Prophi-
tis Ilias at its summit. South of this hill, the more than 1 km long plateau of Palaiopyrgos 
extends in an east-west direction. At the foot of the plateau runs the railway line Pyrgos-
Olympia, which was completed at the beginning of the last century. With the exception of 
the village of Salmoni, the building density in this hilly landscape is low. Anthropogenic 
interventions in the landscape are mainly due to intensive olive cultivation.

The sites in Zone 2 are located to the west and south of the village of Salmoni, especially 
in the areas of Palaiopyrgos, Tsouroumbi and Kakava (fig. 28). On the prominent hill with 
the church of Prophitis Ilias (fig. 29 no. 1) W. Dörpfeld assumed a temple of the Classical 
period105. Even today, surface finds include, in addition to ancient pottery, ancient blocks of 
local shelly limestone as well as Corinthian and Laconian roof tiles (figs. 30. 31). However, 
the anomalies of the geophysical surveys (see above) did not reveal any clear indication of 
a building, and only the stone blocks together with the Corinthian tiles support Dörpfeld’s 
hypothesis, who at the time may have had access to more remains than exist today.

In the wider area west of Salmoni, the finds are associated with graves. On the one 
hand, there were indications of ancient tombs on the southwestern spur of the hill with the 
church of Prophitis Ilias (fig. 29 no. 2). On the other hand, a previously unknown Byzantine 
necropolis was found to the northwest of the hill (fig. 29 no. 3). The tiles scattered in this area 
can be identified as cover of graves due to nearby bone finds.

	104	 Esp. Sibthorpe 1820,  80; Leake 1830a,  25 (path on 
eastern side); Fiedler 1840, 377 f.; apparently be-
cause of this connection, the plain around Olympia 
was called »Antilalla« in the early 19th century (see 

e.g. Gell 1817, 35 f.; Dodwell 1819, 333, who oth-
erwise speaks of the »neighboring town of Lalla«, 
335); Stanhope 1824, 7 f.

	105	 Dörpfeld 1913, 115.
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Fig. 28 Areas located in 
Zone 2 near Salmoni

Fig. 29 Zone 2: location of 
find spots

Fig. 30 Prophitis Ilias, 
ancient dressed stone


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Palaiopyrgos

The ridge of Palaiopyrgos to the south of the Prophitis Ilias hill was particularly rich in finds 
(figs. 28. 29 no. 4). The plateau of the hill is ideal for settlement, with the partially rugged 
slopes offering a degree of natural protection. The total area of the plateau is measured at 
about 17 hectares. Despite intensive clandestine excavations, many finds, especially tiles, 
were still visible on the surface. Their chronological range covers the Middle Bronze Age to 
the Byzantine era, with a preponderance on prehistoric, Classical, Hellenistic and Byzantine 
times (figs. 32 – 34)106. A few worked blocks of local shelly limestone are probably ancient be-
cause of their toolmarks and size. A landowner had removed such limestone blocks, which 
in his opinion came from houses, from the soil of his plot, as they prevented him from plant-
ing his olive trees (fig. 35). Therefore, part of this olive grove was selected for geophysical 
prospection (see below).

On the southwest side of the hill, several looted Hellenistic pithoi were found, and one of 
them lay still in situ (fig. 36). The modern-day road, which runs between the Prophitis Ilias 
and Palaiopyrgos hills, crosses a bridge from the 19th or early 20th century.

Tsouroumbi

West of the village of Salmoni, at the foot of Tsouroumbi Hill, several sherds of Middle Hel-
ladic pottery were found, most likely dating to the transitional period to Early Mycenaean, 
i.e. the so-called Shaft Grave Period (figs. 28. 29 no. 5; 38. 39). One bichrome fragment could 
represent an import, but further analysis is needed to test this hypothesis (fig. 38). The range 
of vessel shapes suggests that these pottery fragments derive from a settlement context. This 
settlement can probably be located on the plateau of the hill, which could not be surveyed 
due to dense vegetation. This site lies in a remote location yet offers a panoramic view in-
land to the east as well as to the west and the Ionian Sea.

Kakava

In the area called Kakava (figs. 27. 29 no. 6) skeletons together with tiles attest the existence 
of graves. One of the skeletons lay in the middle of a dirt road and had been halved length-
wise when the path was made. There was a bronze ring attached to the finger of one hand 
(fig. 37). In the course of a rescue excavation, the Ephorate unearthed another largely intact 
tile grave with a skeleton immediately adjacent to the first one. The tombs can be dated to 
Byzantine times. A looted ancient cist grave (fig. 40) is located nearby, and further stone 
slabs of cist tombs in the vicinity confirm the funerary use of this area also in ancient times.

The construction of a track with spoils as an access road to an olive grove appears quite 
unusual, and the same is true for the fact that the marble spoils, some with ornamental 
decoration, come from Pyrgos, according to the landowner (figs. 29 no. 7; 41). He did not 
state the exact origin of the spoils, which should be of post-ancient date according to the 
ornamentation.

In Zone  2 around Salmoni one encounters extensive infrastructural works. By com-
paring maps from various periods one can trace the change or continuity of traffic routes. 
Roads and riding trails were used for a long time. An innovation was the railway line 
from Pyrgos to Kyparissia or Olympia in the early 1900s, built for the increased exports 

	106	 Older discoveries offer additional information on the chronological range of ancient activities. A (Late) Protogeo-
metric pithos burial was discovered during road works in 1960, published by Eder 2001a, 43 f.
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Fig. 31 Prophitis Ilias, 
roof tiles of Corinthian 
type

Fig. 32 Palaiopyrgos, 
prehistoric and Archaic 
sherds

Fig. 33 Palaiopyrgos, 
Classical-Hellenistic 
sherds
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Fig. 35 Palaiopyrgos, 
ancient dressed stones

Fig. 36 Palaiopyrgos,  
Hellenistic burial pithos

Fig. 34 Palaiopyrgos, post-
antique tiles

Fig. 37 Kakava, bronze 
ring from skeleton


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of local raisins. In 1909, the railway bridge over the Alpheios River was completed (figs. 29  
no. 8; 42).

During the Junta period (1967 – ​1974), comprehensive water infrastructure measures were 
implemented. They involved the regulation of the Alpheios River, the construction of a dam 
near the area called Angona (fig. 19), the drainage of the Alpheios plain between Flokas and 
Salmoni by means of an extensive system of canals, thus freeing up areas for agricultural use, 
which at the same time entailed massive encroachments on the landscape.

Fig. 38 Tsouroumbi,  
Middle / ​Late Helladic  
pottery

Fig. 39 Tsouroumbi,  
Middle / ​Late Helladic  
pottery
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During site inspection in August 2015, a section of slope masonry (fig. 43) of the embank-
ment on the north side of the railway bridge across the Alpheios River attracted our atten-
tion, as it was apparently built of polygonal boulders without mortar – unlike other walls 
that are connected to the bridge or dam. Geophysical measurements by means of Electric 
Resistivity Tomography (ERT) revealed that the wall extends westwards over a length of at 
least 1.3 km, mostly covered by fluvial deposits (cf. below 2.2.2.4). Further measurements 
were carried out to the north of the outcropping wall at a distance of about 70 m. They in-

Fig. 40 Kakava, ancient 
cist grave

Fig. 41 Kakava, road paved with spolia

Fig. 42 Railway bridge across the Alpheios between Salmone and Epitalio
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dicate that there is an identical, parallel wall there. The dating of the wall is still pending. 
More information will be gained from 14C dating of organic samples retrieved from sedi-
ment cores drilled between the two parallel walls, and, if possible, by searching the archives 
regarding the construction of the railway bridge. The continuation of the wall to the east of 
the railway bridge was visible after a fire in 2017. Here a gabion was placed in front of the 
polygonal wall, i.e. a wire basket filled with stones.

Sediment cores were drilled to the immediate south and north of the wall complex in 
order to determine the character of the sediment deposition concerning the course of the 
Alpheios River. The cores show significant stratigraphic differences: While coarse gravel 
was found to the north of the wall structure, several decimetres of still water deposits were 
found south of it. The latter dates to Roman times according to the radiocarbon analysis. 
Therefore, the possibility that the site was used as a river port on the Alpheios cannot be 
ruled out. This is also supported by the considerations of Julia Taita (2013) regarding the 
navigability of the Alpheios River, which also lead into this area.

The number of archaeological sites in Zone 2 is lower than in the Kladeos zone (fig. 44). 
Their distribution according to chronological periods illustrates the presence of Early and 
Middle Helladic and Mycenaean sites. The sites are located in places that were not easily 
accessible; however, they command a good all-round view of the surrounding countryside. 
Early Iron Age and Archaic sites are sparse, and Classical sites clearly dominate in this zone. 
They, as well as the Hellenistic sites, are located around Prophitis Ilias and Palaiopyrgos. 
Among the post-antique sites, the Byzantine ones prevail.

The topographical situation begs the question whether the Palaiopyrgos site was a single 
larger settlement with the Prophitis Ilias hill used as an acropolis (Marganai? See below; 
fig. 29 nos. 1. 2. 4), or whether the acropolis formed the core and ›suburban‹ structures ex-
tended south and west. The detailed analysis of the archaeological data will provide further 
insights. The latter scenario would fit well with findings on the southwest slope (figs. 28. 29 
no. 2), where tombs had probably been laid out. The Byzantine sites are absent from the cen-
tral survey area and cluster west of Salmoni. The question whether the Classical-Hellenistic 
cist graves and the Byzantine tiles tombs belong to settlement contexts or farmsteads (fig. 29 
no. 6) will be addressed in the context of the detailed analysis of the data.

Fig. 43 Polygonal wall 
near northern end of rail-
way bridge
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2.1.2.3 Zone 3: Epitalio (fig. 45)

South of the Alpheios a range of hills near the coast borders the National Road to Kyparissia, 
and the modern village Epitalio (formerly Agoulenitsa) lies in the plain near the northern 
foothills. Over the millennia, the landscape around Epitalio has changed significantly due 
to, for instance, enormous tectonic uplifts or shifts of the coastline, which also affected the 
lower reaches of the Alpheios. About half a century ago, lagoons near Epitalio and Katakolo 
characterised the landscape as evidenced by old maps, photographs or information provid-
ed by the inhabitants of the region. The drainage in the 1960s made additional agricultural 
land available, for instance for tobacco growing, and eliminated the mosquito plague. How-
ever, the inhabitants of the area also lost the fish of the lagoons as a source of food.

Near Epitalio the Pyrgos-Kyparissia railway line runs through a ravine, which separates 
a group of four hills in the northwest (Agiorgitika (2), Hill A, Barkeika) from the southeast
ern ridges. This area is wooded, and agricultural use – olive growing, for the most part – 
does not appear to play a major role. North of Epitalio, a modern road bridge leads across 
the Alpheios River, where the ford of an ancient north-south route may have been located. 
In any case, Epitalio forms an important hub where roads lead to the north, south and east. 
Via the Alpheios River, Epitalio thus provided a good link between Olympia and the coast.

Previous research in the area has produced, for the most part, Bronze Age material, for 
example the remains of a Mycenaean settlement, but also Roman findings as well as find-
ings from Late Antiquity107. The survey has focused on the ridge just east of the modern vil-
lage of Epitalio (Agoulenitsa). Five different locations around Epitalio yielded particularly 
remarkable results: Agios Georgios (Agiorgitika), Hill A, Barkeika, East Area and Dartisa. 
The hill north of Agios Georgios is heavily overgrown apart from a plateau with an olive 
grove that is devoid of finds.

	107	 Cf. Παπαχατζής 1979, 222 – ​224; Pritchett 1989, 75 f. (with further bibliography), see also McDonald – Hope Simp-
son 1961, 227 f. site 12 Ayios Georgios, site 13 Dardiza.

Fig. 44 Zone 2, distribution of preliminarily dated find spots
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Agiorgitika

In the area immediately around the church of Agios Georgios only tiles (medieval and later; 
figs. 45. 46 no. 1) were found. Not long ago, the present church replaced a very old one and 
the plateau was levelled; the tiles were probably part of the previous building. Mycenaean 
chamber tombs have long been known in the area around the church; the survey team iden-
tified some remains of looted chambers on the northern slope of the hill. South of the Agios 
Georgios church lies Hill A where the access road from Epitalio leads to the church (figs. 45. 
46 no. 2). Pottery, tiles, and bones were clearly visible in the scarp on the eastern side of this 
access road and allowed for the identification of graves (fig. 47): a Mycenaean chamber tomb 
(figs. 47 – 49) and Classical-Hellenistic tile graves in the layers above it (figs. 47. 50)108. This 
site was apparently considered suitable for burials in various periods.

Hill A

On the plateau of Hill A, which is partly covered by olive trees and partly dense shrubs, 
tiles (including such of the Corinthian type) and pottery of different periods (Bronze Age, 
antiquity, mostly Archaic) are scattered across a large area. On the north side of Hill A, there 
was a large scatter of Mycenaean pottery, which was probably unearthed in the course of 
the construction of a dirt road (fig. 46 no. 3; 51). The pottery is in good to excellent condi-
tion, and it may be thus reasonably assumed that it comes from destroyed tombs. However, 
before the present survey, no graves were recorded in this area, and the construction of the 
road may possibly have cut through previously unknown chamber tombs. The detailed 

	108	 Cf. McDonald – Hope Simpson 1969, 129, site 12 Ayios Georgios, where they mention finds of Mycenaean pottery 
along the access road to the church.

Fig. 45 Areas located in Zone 3 near Epitalio
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Fig. 46 Zone 3, location of find spots

Fig. 47 Agiorgitika, layers with Mycenaean and ancient graves
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	109	 Kiriatzi 2003.
	110	 Mycenaean finds from the excavations of a Myce-

naean house at Epitalion-Barkeika: Themelis 1968a; 
Θέμελης 1968b; Νικολέντζος 2011, 324 f.; Huber 

2013. The presence of chamber tombs as indicated 
by McDonald – Hope Simpson 1961, 227 f., has not 
been confirmed.

analysis of the finds from Hill A will clarify, whether the plateau was the location of a set-
tlement in different periods that is to be associated with the graves on the slopes. A small 
body sherd of a gritty, red micaceous fabric is characteristic of coarse ware pottery from the 
island of Kythera that was exported to the southern and southwestern Peloponnese in the 
Late Bronze Age109.

Barkeika

Barkeika Hill lies immediately east of Hill A (fig. 45). On the plateau, a Mycenaean house 
with LH II A – III B pottery was excavated110. On the southern slope, a trench (probably from 

Fig. 50 Agiorgitika, human 
bones and ancient tile grave

Fig. 48 Agiorgitika, find 
context of Mycenaean stir-
rup jar

Fig. 49 Agiorgitika, Myce-
naean stirrup jar






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the Second World War) is still visible. On the hill, there were relatively few surface finds 
(Mycenaean to Hellenistic) and no evidence of the Mycenaean tombs. On the northeast 
slope, about 15 m below the top, a lot of material was found in an olive grove (fig. 46 no. 4), 
including stone artefacts as well as pottery from prehistoric (Middle and Late Helladic), an-
cient (Early Iron Age – Roman) and post-ancient periods. This material was most certainly 
washed down from above and forms good evidence of post-depositional processes at this 
place.

East Area

Beyond the ravine, in the wider area east of Barkeika, only few Mycenaean pottery finds 
had been made in the past (fig. 45). All the more surprising was a discovery made during the 
prospection in the area north of the road leading to the monastery Zoodochou Pigis. Myce-
naean pottery fragments (figs. 52. 53) were found here together with evidence of a dromos of 
a Mycenaean chamber tomb. Subsequently, the geoarchaeological team applied ERT as an 
explorative method that produced images of cavities of high ohmic values indicating intact 
burial chambers or cavities filled with substrate. The ERT analysis on site indicates the pres-
ence of at least eight Mycenaean chamber tombs. Geophysical tests of a transect (see below) 
confirmed the ERT measurement. These results now for the first time provide evidence of 
an unknown Mycenaean cemetery in this area of Epitalio111. This discovery raises the ques-
tion of whether one can expect a similar density of Mycenaean sites east of the ravine as on 
the hills to the west (fig. 59).

To the east of this site more tile graves were found, of which mainly the tiles were pre-
served, and small quantities of datable pottery which can be generally classified as Classi-
cal (fig. 54). Of note is also the fragment of a drinking cup with Corinthianising decoration 
(fig. 55), which was found further east. The clay of this sherd is reddish and does not cor-
respond to the pale yellow clays attributed to products from Corinth.

	111	 Cf. below 2.2.2.7, and Obrocki et al. 2019.

Fig. 51 Hill A, collection of 
Mycenaean pottery
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Fig. 52 East Area, find spot 
of Mycenaean pottery

Fig. 53 East Area, frag-
ments of Mycenaean pottery
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	112	 Already known to Meyer 1957, 50; McDonald – Hope Simpson 1961, 228 site 13 with a sketch of the site.

Dartisa

On the west side of Dartisa Hill and around 
the monastery Zoodochou Pigis lies one 
of the largest sites of the project (figs.  45. 
46 no. 5)112. Material was collected from 15 
squares of 100 × 100 m2 (= 15 hectares). The 
chronology of the finds (figs.  56. 57) rang-
es from prehistoric to Ottoman times with 
many fragments of better quality, such as 
kraters (Archaic Laconic column-krater, 
Classical calyx-krater) or black glazed 
plates with palmette stamps (fig. 58). Inter-
estingly, the proportion of so-called house-
hold or cooking pots appears low. This is a 
site with a dominance of materials from the 
Archaic to Classical periods. At the eastern 
end of the site, where the road makes a big 
turn, a small elevation is visible in the slop-
ing terrain. This area was investigated by means of the ERT geophysical method, but no 
evidence of graves was found (see below 2.2.2.8).

The prominent place of Dartisa is a special ›candidate‹ for Epitalion, which is well at-
tested in Xenophon (see below 2.3.2.1). If the other sites around Dartisa do not constitute 
separate settlements, they could belong to this place as suburban districts or cemeteries.

According to oral tradition, the post-ancient history of the village of Epitalio developed 
in three phases (fig. 45): the old village, Agoulenitsa (village 1), lay on the southern slope 

Fig. 54 East Area, ancient 
tiles grave

Fig. 55 East Area,  
fragment of Corinthianising vessel

0 2  cm
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Fig. 56 Dartisa, Bronze Age 
pottery fragments

Fig. 57 Dartisa, fragments 
of Classical-Hellenistic tiles 
and vessels

near the monastery. Then it moved to the foot of the mountain (village 2) and from there to 
the northwest (village 3), which forms the modern-day village centre. Nowadays, village 2 
is inhabited by the poorest – the ›τσιγγάνοι‹.

To the west of the village of Epitalio (fig. 45. 46 no. 6) and west of the National Road ex-
cavations revealed Classical-Hellenistic remains (buildings, tombs, ceramics, small finds), a 
Roman bath, a cistern, a large pottery kiln and other finds from the 3rd and 4th centuries A.D.113  
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One aim of the survey was to obtain information on the extent of this site. However, only 
few surface finds were made due to significant natural and anthropogenic changes. The 
level of the excavation lies 2 m below the present surface.

Due to the chronological distribution of the sites, settlement dynamics appear more 
clearly in Zone 3 than in Zones 1 and 2. Mycenaean sites exceed in number those of the 
Early and Middle Helladic periods, and are mainly located in the western region (fig. 59). It 
became clear during the survey that this picture might change when new Mycenaean cham-
ber tombs were discovered in the eastern part of Zone 3. While evidence for the Early Iron 
Age and Archaic period is more abundant in the western part of Zone 3, the sites especially 
of Classical times are increasingly distributed in the eastern area. In general, Zone 3 yielded 
more sites of the Early Iron Age and the Archaic period, when compared to Zones 1 and 2.

Noteworthy is the settlement at Dartisa with a commanding view across the Alpheios 
Valley to the north as well as of the coastal zone and the sea to the south. West of the Na-
tional Road, the excavations testify to another settlement that existed from Classical times 
and exhibits successive phases of the Roman period and Late Antiquity. The small number 
of post-classical sites in Zone 3 is a conspicuous feature in comparison to Zones 1 and 2.

Fig. 59 Zone 3, distribution of preliminarily dated find spots

Fig. 58 Dartisa, fragments of Archaic-Classical pottery

	113	 Themelis 1968a, 1; Θέμελης 1968b.
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2.1.2.4 Summary

The survey has conveyed a clear overall impression of the settlement structure, which is 
only briefly summarised here: We discovered only two major sites that can be considered 
candidates for closed – though not large – settlements. They are located at Epitalio, west of 
Olympia in close proximity to the Alpheios River, especially on the hill of Dartisa in Zone 3, 
and in the area of Salmoni (Koukoura) immediately north of the river in the Prophitis Ilias 
and Palaiopyrgos areas in Zone 2. They can be associated with the ancient communities of 
Epitalion (almost certainly) and Marganai (with great probability).

Essentially, there are indications of intensive use and relatively dense settlement. How-
ever, this is characterised by an extremely small scale. Even around the sanctuary of Olym-
pia itself, no major settlement centre emerged, unless the two sites at Koskinas once formed 
a larger settlement. This confirms the characterisation of the residents as χωρῖται as attested 
by Xenophon. Therefore, we have to envisage an ensemble of smaller sites, villages and 
hamlets or individual farms, certainly also in the vicinity of the sanctuary. The latter, how-
ever, formed something akin to the centre of a spider web.

2.2 Geomorphological and geoarchaeological field work

Geomorphological and geoarchaeological studies in Olympia and its environs were car-
ried out in several target areas. The study of the landscape development in the individual 
areas – based on geoarchaeological methods – provides the largest possible perspective on 
landscape history of the entire project area. We studied both vertical changes in the relief, 
i.e. erosion effects affecting the highly erodible hills associated with sediment deposition in 
associated lowlands and basins, and horizontal changes of sedimentary environments and 
geographical features, such as changing river courses or coastlines.

2.2.1 Methods

Near-surface exploration was initially carried out using surface-bound geophysical pros-
pecting methods, in particular by means of Electrical Resistivity Tomography (ERT). This 
helped, for example, to record the local bedrock topography, but also conspicuous, espe-
cially coarse-grained layers in the stratigraphic sequence. The prospection results represent 
the base for selecting suitable vibracoring sites. The sediment cores retrieved from the study 
area cover each expected type of sedimentary facies suggested by the ERT results. For cor-
ing, we used an automotive drill rig, occasionally also a percussion hammer. The drill rig al-
lows coring in dry, consistent sediments and, due to the higher impact power, shows lesser 
amounts of core loss caused by collapsing boreholes. Also, sediment deformation effects are 
significantly reduced.

Starting in 2016, Direct Push (DP) measurement techniques were also applied in order to 
record different in situ parameters in the project area. These techniques allow compaction-
free and lossless, high-resolution measurements of selected physico-chemical parameters 
that can be used as paleoenvironment proxies. In addition, the combination of surface-
bound geophysical methods and DP-applications has significantly improved the quality of 
the prospection results. Also, the latter can be extrapolated to a larger area114.

	114	 Fischer et al. 2016.



147A multidimensional space: Olympia and its environs

Sediment cores were obtained by means of half-open probes. At selected points, we also 
used closed probes and plastic inliners. The photographic documentation and the descrip-
tion of pedological and sedimentary features took place either in the field or after opening 
the plastic inliners in the laboratory. The project made use of a multi-proxy approach as a 
base for paleoenvironmental reconstruction. In the context of geochemical analyses, total 
content determinations by means of Inductively Coupled Plasma-Optical Emission Spec-
trometry (ICP-OES) and X-Ray Fluorescence Spectroscopy (XRF), magnetosusceptibility 
measurements, determinations of sediment colours, and analyses of grain size as well as 
geochronological analyses were carried out. The latter include both radiocarbon age deter-
mination and the application of Optical Stimulated Luminescence (OSL) dating techniques.

Furthermore, sediment samples from selected cores underwent a comprehensive micro-
faunal analysis. Shell residues of unicellular organisms such as ostracods and foraminifera 
were used to characterise and differentiate between sedimentary environments. In addi-
tion, geochemical and micropalaeontological studies helped to separate gradual landscape 
changes from abrupt changes associated with high-energy events. A differential GPS was 
employed to determine coordinates and elevations for geophysical transects and vibracoring 
sites. At selected sites, a LIDAR scanner was used to provide high-resolution measurements.

In addition to ERT measurements, Ground-Penetrating Radar (GPR) and seismic meas-
urements were applied by the research group of W. Rabbel from the Christian Albrechts-
Universität zu Kiel.

The selection of target areas was based on a consideration of the extent of the Olympia 
Terrace (OT) that had buried the archaeological remains of Olympia. Previous studies had 
already shown that the OT is made up of a thick sequence of silt-dominated sediments 
that were repeatedly intersected by high-energy event layers consisting of coarse-grained 
sand and gravel. The latter represent major flood events that hit the area. Comprehend-
ing the formation of the OT thus means at the same time understanding the history of the 

Fig. 60 Topographical overview of the areas investigated within the framework of geoarchaeological  
and geomorphological studies. Boxes 1 to 8 indicate individual focus sites
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sedimentary burial of Olympia, that start-
ed to be used as a cult site in the 11th cen-
tury B.C. Near Olympia, the upper edge of 
the OT lies up to 6 – 8 m above the present 
Kladeos and Alpheios river lowlands. In the 
course of our systematic geomorphological 
surveys, remains of the terrace were found 
in the middle Alpheios Valley opposite 
the confluence of the Kladeos River, in the 
basin of Makrisia and along the Alpheios 
River until just before it flows into the 
Gulf of Kyparissia at Epitalio115. Upstream 
from Olympia, the OT extends through 
the upper Kladeos River valley to the vil-
lage of Kladeos. Overall, geomorphologi-
cal and geoarchaeological investigations 
were carried out in the following target  
areas (fig. 60).

2.2.2 Results

2.2.2.1 The Kladeos River valley 
upstream from Olympia

Geomorphologic and geoarchaeological in-
vestigations were carried out from north to 
south in the surroundings of the villages of 
Kladeos, Mageiras and Koskinas (fig. 61). 
To the west of Mageiras, the opposite ter-
race edges of the OT are up to 200 m away 
from each other and the terrace surfaces 
cover widths of up to 250 m. Here, it be-
comes evident that the origin of the OT as 
well as its present fragmentation cannot be 
explained with recent discharge conditions 
in the Kladeos River valley.

The OT was not incised where a promi-
nent side valley meets the Kladeos Valley 
at Koskinas. Here, neither vertical nor hori-
zontal erosion occurred. Instead, consider-
able accumulation of silt-dominated sedi-
ments took place. Vibracores upstream from 
Olympia show predominantly clayish-silty 
deposits. Across several kilometres, core 

	115	 Vött 2013.

Fig. 61 Topographical overview of focus sites 1 to 3.  
A.  Focus site 1: Kladeos River valley.  – B.  Focus  
site  2: Archaeological site of Olympia and its sur-
roundings.  – C.  Focus site 3: Makrisia Basin and 
Ladiko Valley. White dots mark vibracoring and Di-
rect Push sites and areas of geophysical investigations

profiles are stratigraphically and geochronologically consistent and characterised by several 
intersecting coarse-grained high-energy layers in the form of sand and gravel layers.
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2.2.2.2 The sanctuary of Olympia and its immediate surroundings

In the sanctuary of Olympia itself, geoarchaeological work was initially carried out near an 
excavation area close to the stadium. Again, systematically recorded and sampled profiles 
allowed differentiation of geomorphological phases of activity from those of stability and 
the ceramic fragments in the sediment offered reference material for dating (fig. 61).

Drilling took place in the courtyard of the gymnasium in cooperation with the Ephorate, 
and south of the southern stoa in cooperation with R. Senff, director of the German Olympia 
Excavations. The stratigraphies of the three sites examined show highly consistent sequenc-
es and are in line with the results obtained upstream from Olympia in the Kladeos Valley. In 
the area of the south stoa, the local sedimentary record proves that until at least the 2nd mil-
lennium B.C. a lake existed in this section of the Alpheios Valley. Overall, the stratigraphic 
studies provide clear evidence that the area south of Kronos Hill had been subject to seven 
high-energy, catastrophic flood events since the mid-Holocene.

Not far from the ancient site, systematic geophysical explorations of the subground were 
conducted on the western OT to the west of the Kladeos sidewall using ERT techniques. In the 
course of these studies, a multi-phase high-energy channel was discovered. This wide chan-
nel, first running from north to south, is associated with multiple breakthroughs through the 
Kladeos sidewall and was finally redirected in an eastern direction towards the workshop of 
Phidias and the Temple of Zeus by an emerging marly ridge of the local bedrock.

Geoarchaeological observations on the column drums of the Temple of Zeus itself and 
the stratigraphies found indicate that the temple was not destroyed by an earthquake alone, 
as is often suggested116, but that at the same time as the collapse occurred the columns were 
embedded in a silty to sandy sedimentary cover. The latter seems to be derived from a mud-
flow that had reached the ancient site through the passage through the Kladeos sidewall and 
hit the Temple of Zeus from a westerly direction.

2.2.2.3 The basin of Makrisia and Ladiko

In the basin of Makrisia, southwest of Olympia, investigations were carried out in numerous 
locations (fig. 61). Retained by the natural bedrock barrier at the modern dam near Flokas, 
an extensive lake existed here from the mid-Holocene onward. Deposits of this lake were 
traced through an opening of just a few hundred metres width located to the west of Mak-
risia towards the basin of Ladiko117. Furthermore, the investigated geological archives prove 
that the lake was affected by the same high-energy events that have already been detected 
in the Kladeos River valley and in the area of ancient Olympia. Interestingly, the sediment 
cores from almost all the sites studied display clear hiatuses (layer gaps) spanning several 
millennia, which document interruption of sediment accumulation or erosion of already 
deposited layers118.

The remains of the lake, which still existed not far from the south stoa of Olympia in the 
2nd millennium B.C., suggests a contiguous water body extending upstream from the mod-
ern dam at Flokas at least to modern Olympia. The fact that a large lake existed for thou-
sands of years at the confluence of the Kladeos and the Alpheios Rivers may have played a 
certain role in the choice of this site as a place of later cult and local water supply for humans 
and animals. This role will be examined in more detail. The height of the barrier at the bot-

	116	 E.g. Higgins – Higgins 1996.
	117	 Vött et al. 2019.

	118	 Vött et al. 2019.
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tleneck at Flokas, where the Alpheios River breaks through the east-western chain of hills of 
Drouva, is of central importance to the water level in the lake of Makrisia.

2.2.2.4 The basin of Flokas, the lower Alpheios Reaches and the Alpheios River delta

Further studies on the Holocene landscape formation along the Alpheios River were carried 
out at selected locations in the Flokas Basin and at the lower reaches of the river (fig. 60). 
Moreover, sections of a polygonal wall structure, visible for several dozens of metres near 
the northern end of the railway bridge across the Alpheios River, were the subject of de-
tailed investigations119. ERT measurements show that this wall structure exists over more 
than 1 km along the river under a partly several-metre-thick layer of fluvial sediments. In 
addition, a parallel wall at a distance of about 70 m to the north was detected by means of 
ERT studies and corroborated by seismic measurements. Also at this site, the structure is 
covered by more recent sediments. Hypothetically, if the ancient date of the wall can be con-
firmed, this would offer evidence of ancient river engineering measures, possibly related to 
a harbour situation. Vibracoring in the immediate vicinity of the visible section of the wall 
provided evidence of fine-grained, silt-dominated sediments deposited in a low-energy 
quiet-reach environment during Roman times. Further investigations need to be carried out 
in order to determine the course of the northern parallel wall in more detail and to record 
and sample potentially ancient sediment layers enclosed by both walls.

Further vibracoring was carried out in the lower reaches of the Alpheios River and in 
the former Alpheios River delta in order to obtain information on the mid- to late-Holocene 
alluvial stratigraphy and sedimentation history. Vibracores recovered from the west of Epi-
talio yielded evidence that the Agoulenitsa Lagoon, which had been drained in the 1960s, 
had been in existence for several millennia and that the Alpheios River, at least temporarily, 
flowed into it.

2.2.2.5 Secondary valleys near Epitalio and Agios Georgios

Detailed geomorphological studies were carried out in two secondary valleys not far from 
Epitalio (fig. 62), both aligned in an approximate south-north direction towards the lower 
Alpheios River valley and terminating in a distinctive edge of the OT along the Epitalio-
Alphiousa road. Based on these detailed investigations, it can be demonstrated that the 
hilly country east of Epitalio reaching eastwards at least until Olympia represents a region 
of tectonic uplift. Specifically, the uplift amounts at least to 12 – 13 m up to a maximum of 
30 m for the last 6400 years alone120. It is obvious that this strong uplift, the dimension of 
which was unknown so far, has a large influence on landscape formation, namely on fluvial 
processes and sea level stands.

Based on recent studies and taking into account the major uplift, it was possible to recon-
struct potential mid-Holocene shorelines and conclude that tsunami events – representing a 
well-known phenomenon in the Gulf of Kyparissia during the entire Holocene (and probably 
beyond), were able to penetrate much farther into the Alpheios River valley than suggested by 
modern-day topographic conditions121. The tsunami flow patterns reconstructed on the basis 
of numerical simulations are consistent with the stratigraphic sequences and geomorpholog-

	119	 See above p. 135 f., cf. Eder et al. 2017.
	120	 Vött et al. 2015.

	121	 Röbke et al. 2013; Röbke et al. 2015; Röbke et al. 2016.
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Fig. 62 Topographical overview of focus sites 4 to 8. A. Focus sites 4 and 5: Lower 
Alpheios River valley. – B. Focus site 6: Kaiafa Lagoon. – C. Focus sites 7: Epitalio and 
Dartisa. White dots mark vibracoring and Direct Push sites and areas of geophysical 

investigations
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ical-sedimentological evidence found in the two secondary valleys. Overall, it can therefore 
be expected that at least some of the older high-energy flood events recorded for Olympia 
and the Kladeos Valley were connected with the effects of far-inland tsunami inundation122.

2.2.2.6 The eastern shore of the Kaiafa Lagoon

We also investigated the influence of more recent tsunami events on the coastal develop-
ment, sufficiently remote from any fluvial influences from the hinterland. These investiga-
tions were carried out on the eastern shore of the Kaiafa Lagoon (fig. 62). Our studies were 
realised exactly where convincing geomorphological, sedimentological and palaeontologi-
cal evidence for tsunami events had already been found and described in detail123.

On the basis of preliminary results, it can be assumed that several strong tsunami events, 
only several hundreds of years ago, hit the coastal lagoons existing at that time, flooded 
them with large amounts of water from the sea side and led to the deposition of up to 200 m 
wide sandy overwash structures on the east side of the present lagoon124. Due to the su-
perlocal nature of tsunami waves, the events that affected the Kaiafa Lagoon certainly had 
similar impacts on the Alpheios River delta and the lower reaches of the river and caused 
widespread flooding. Detailed radiocarbon dating of tsunami-related sediments is in pro-
gress. We finally aim at comparing the geochronological pattern found for high-energy 
flood events around Olympia with age data of clear tsunami evidence on the coast. Doing 
so, direct (tsunami) or indirect (seismo-tectonic) influence of earthquake-related processes 
can be either identified or ruled out.

2.2.2.7 The hills above Epitalio

Interesting archaeological finds collected during the archaeological survey to the north of 
the village of Epitalio suggested the existence of chamber tombs. Therefore, the site was sys-
tematically explored using geophysical ERT measurements (fig. 62, see above, East Area). 
Comparable methods had already been applied at Kioupia in the Kladeos River valley up-
stream of Olympia, where Bronze Age chamber tombs with rich burial gifts were found125. 
Similar ERT-based evidence was obtained near Epitalio testifying to the existence of several 
chamber tombs126. Ground radar measurements (GPR) confirmed this assessment. Thus, in 
the framework of the ›Olympia and its Environs‹ Project, a hitherto unknown site of a My-
cenaean chamber tomb cemetery was discovered and examined in its spatial dimensions127. 
Current rescue excavations by the Ephorate confirmed the results by unearthing a chamber 
tomb close to the road.

2.2.2.8 The plateau at Dartisa

Geophysical prospection was also carried out on the Dartisa plateau to the east of the new-
ly discovered chamber tomb cemetery (fig. 62). In the course of the archaeological survey, 
a concentration of surface finds with a chronological focus on the 1st millennium B.C. in-

	122	 See Vött 2013; Vött et al. 2019.
	123	 Koster et al. 2015.
	124	 Obrocki et al. 2020.

	125	 Mageiras-Kioupia: Vikatou 2012; Βικάτου 2014a; Βι-
κάτου 2014b; Βικάτου 2014c; Βικάτου 2016.

	126	 Obrocki et al. 2019.
	127	 Obrocki et al. 2019.
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dicates a settlement area. High-resolution ERT, seismic and GPR measurements on a flat, 
shield-shaped hill rising on the plateau revealed evidence of cist graves near the surface 
(ERT). However, no evidence for further chamber tombs has been found so far128.

2.3 Historical research

Within the framework of the project, historical research emphasises a fresh analysis of the 
written sources according to the historical-philological method with special consideration 
for concepts drawn from discourse analysis and religious history, as well as to phenomeno-
logical concepts. Klaus Hallof (Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 
Inscriptiones Graecae) has agreed to analyse any new epigraphical finds. Two areas receive 
special attention: On the one hand, all ancient sources relevant to the project work are com-
piled in a file (currently, August 2018, largely completed). It includes translations as well 
as a commentary which is constantly updated by the project participants. This file will be 
integrated into a topographically structured gazetteer, which allows a swift correlation of 
texts with material remains and geoarchaeological conditions.

On the other hand, the results of the interpretations of the ancient sources are constantly 
updated with respect to the current results of the survey and the geoarchaeological investi-
gations – and vice versa. To refine the interpretation, especially with consideration toward 
the anthropogenic design of space, recent concepts of spatiality are applied. In particu-
lar, phenomenological approaches following Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s ›Phénoménologie 
de la perception‹ (1945) have proved helpful (see 3.2). In conjunction with the analysis of  
mythistorical discourses and perspectives on religious history, they allow new insights into 
specific ancient spatial concepts that become tangible in the study area.

2.3.1 Topographical research and identifications: Methods

This section presents the results that have been achieved so far in the study of the histori-
cal topography. They are part of a rather detailed discussion which provides, as it were, a 
network of coordinates for the assessment of space, namely in respect of the localisation of 
places that are attested in the sources and the identification of sites with traditional names. 
The following section summarises the results of research in recent years that has amplified 
or modified the traditional perspective.

Due to the sources available, in particular due to the importance of Strabo, some basic 
methodological comments need to be made in advance. The prominence of the Homeric 
geography in the work of this author entails a very specific problem that pertains particular-
ly to the region of interest to us and can be explained very well on the basis of Strabo129. This 

	128	 Obrocki et al. 2019.
	129	 Strabo 8, 3, 24: »ἣν δὲ λέγει νῦν Θρύον, ἐν ἄλλοις 

καλεῖ Θρυόεσσαν ›ἔστι δέ τις Θρυόεσσα πόλις, 
αἰπεῖα κολώνη, | τηλοῦ ἐπ᾽ Ἀλφειῷ‹. Ἀλφειοῦ δὲ 
πόρον φησίν, ὅτι πεζῇ περατὸς εἶναι δοκεῖ κατὰ 
τοῦτον τὸν τόπον: καλεῖται δὲ νῦν Ἐπιτάλιον 
τῆς Μακιστίας χωρίον. τὸ εὔκτιτον δ᾽ Αἶπυ ἔνιοι 
μὲν ζητοῦσι πότερον ποτέρου ἐπίθετον, καὶ τίς ἡ 
πόλις, καὶ εἰ αἱ νῦν Μαργάλαι τῆς Ἀμφιδολίας: 
αὗται μὲν οὖν οὐ φυσικὸν ἔρυμα, ἕτερον δὲ δεί-
κνυται φυσικὸν ἐν τῇ Μακιστίᾳ. ὁ μὲν οὖν τοῦθ᾽ 
ὑπονοῶν φράζεσθαι ὄνομά φησι τῆς πόλεως τὸ 

Αἶπυ ἀπὸ τοῦ συμβεβηκότος φυσικῶς, ὡς Ἕλος 
καὶ Αἰγιαλὸν καὶ ἄλλα πλείω: ὁ δὲ τὴν Μαργά-
λαν τοὔμπαλιν ἴσως. Θρύον δὲ καὶ Θρυόεσσαν 
τὸ Ἐπιτάλιόν φασιν, ὅτι πᾶσα μὲν αὕτη ἡ χώρα 
θρυώδης, μάλιστα δ᾽ οἱ ποταμοί: ἐπὶ πλέον δὲ 
διαφαίνεται τοῦτο κατὰ τοὺς περατοὺς τοῦ ῥεί-
θρου τόπους. τάχα δέ φασι Θρύον μὲν εἰρῆσθαι 
τὸν πόρον, εὔκτιτον δ᾽ Αἶπυ τὸ Ἐπιτάλιον: ἔστι 
γὰρ ἐρυμνὸν φύσει: καὶ γὰρ ἐν ἄλλοις αἰπεῖαν κο-
λώνην λέγει ›ἔστι δέ τις Θρυόεσσα πόλις, αἰπεῖα 
κολώνη, | τηλοῦ ἐπ᾽ Ἀλφειῷ, πυμάτη Πύλου ἠμα-
θόεντος‹.«
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is not least because the geographer’s description, as is often the case, is »undoubtedly«130 
based on Apollodorus’ commentary on the Catalogue of the Ships. This creates a problem 
with the temporal assignment of the traditional place names, since even in antiquity the 
location of the places mentioned by Homer was unclear. In other words, our ancient inform-
ants were faced with similar questions of identification as we are.

In order not to lose track in this labyrinth, we need to distinguish three stages in this 
exemplarily selected section (as well as in other corresponding passages):
1. the Homeric text, which is frequently quoted, which we however first and foremost need 
to view simply as Homeric text. The beginning of this section refers to a passage from the 
Catalogue of the Ships, which describes the ›kingdom‹ of Nestor.
2. the later (Archaic-Classical-Hellenistic) references (cf. the »νῦν« in Strabo).
3. the interpretations of Homer by later authors, not least Strabo, who established – partly in 
a similar way as we do – identifications based on various indications.

First of all, one needs to clearly differentiate between these, as in this case there existed 
no direct ancient links between these three stages, for example in the continuity of the settle-
ment or the tradition of names (the problem would otherwise not have occurred). Moreover, 
as is the case with Pylos, these names may scatter locally, be identified with different sites or 
occur several times. In the present passage, we have (1) a Homeric layer with places called 
»Thryon« (also »Thryoessa«) and »Aipy Euktiton«131. In addition, there is (2) a later layer or 
toponymy, which in this case enables a clear localisation, also due to the existence of a par-
allel tradition (see below). Moreover, there exist (3) Strabo’s (or Apollodorus’ and others’) 
conjectures as to which places can be associated with the Homeric names: in this case, the 
Homeric Thryon (or Thryoessa) is identified with Epitalion by Strabo due to the ford at the 
Alpheios (a) and because the area there is »reedy« or »θρυώδης« (b). Strabo (or his source) 
also considers it possible that Aipy (unless he intends to read it as an adjective to Euktiton, 
which he apparently rejects) also refers to this area; then Thryon would lie in the plain at the 
mouth of Alpheios and Aipy on the hills above modern-day Epitalio (Agoulenitsa).

In the present context, our primary focus must rest on the names mentioned in the first 
and second stages. The ancient interpretations (stage three) carry no more weight than our 
own. In this specific case, this means that we need to deal with three unrelated toponyms 
in the literary sources: besides the Homeric places Thryon and Aipy (Euktiton) there is Epi-
talion, known as such from Classical times. Of these places the references indicate the loca-
tion of Thryon and Epitalion at a ford across the Alpheios, namely at its mouth (at least in 
the case of Epitalion, see below).

		  »The city which the poet now calls Thryum he else-
where calls Thryoessa: ›There is a certain city Thry-
oessa, a steep hill, far away on the Alpheius‹ [Hom. 
Il. 11, 711. 712]. He calls it ›fording-place of the Al-
pheius‹ because the river could be crossed on foot, as 
it seems, at this place. But it is now called Epitalium 
(a small place in Macistia). As for ›well-built Aepy‹, 
some raise the question which of the two words is 
the epithet and which is the city, and whether it is 
the Margalæ [editorial comment by H.-J. Gehrke: the 
spelling of the manuscripts is probably incorrect, and 
one should read Marganae with e.g. Radt 2007] of to-
day, in Amphidolia. Now Margalæ is not a natural 
stronghold, but another place is pointed out which is 
a natural stronghold, in Macistia. The man, therefore, 
who suspects that the latter place is meant by Homer 
calls the name of the city ›Aepy‹ from what is actu-
ally the case in nature (compare Helus, Aegialus, and 
several other names of places); whereas the man who 

suspects that Margala is meant does the reverse per-
haps. Thryum, or Thryoessa, they say, is Epitalium, 
because the whole of this country is full of rushes, par-
ticularly the rivers; and this is still more conspicuous 
at the fordable places of the stream. But perhaps, they 
say, Homer called the ford ›Thryum‹and called Epi-
talium ›well-built Aepy‹; for Epitalium is fortified by 
nature. And in fact he speaks of a ›steep hill‹ in other 
places: ›There is a certain city, Thryoessa, a steep hill, 
far away on the Alpheius, last city of sandy Pylus‹« 
(Translation: Jones 1927).

	130	 Radt 2007, 412.
	131	 In the case of Aipy Euktiton, it is not clear which part 

of the compound designates the proper name and 
which the epithet, as both are originally adjectives 
(›steep‹ and ›well-founded‹).

	132	 The basic topographic conditions are discussed by 
Meyer 1950. The area south of the Alpheios belongs 
(at least from the Classical period) to Triphylia, name-



155A multidimensional space: Olympia and its environs

Aipy provided a challenge already to the ancient authors: it was identified with Marga-
nai, but also with a steep rock in the Makistia (between the Alpheios and the Lapithos)132. 
Strabo’s idea to place it in the immediate vicinity of Thryon, which was supposedly situated 
in the plain, and to identify it hypothetically with Epitalion, appears rather unlikely: The 
Catalogue of the Ships offers an overall view of Nestor’s contingent, and that should pertain 
to a much larger territory.

When we try to name or identify sites in our survey, we must accordingly also clarify 
whether we can clearly relate the ›Homeric‹ names to Mycenaean, Submycenaean, possibly 
even Protogeometric settlements, as is the case in the ancient texts, without having to as-
sume settlement continuity. For example, Thryon (not Aipy, see above) could be paired with 
a Mycenaean site at Epitalio. Petros Themelis has interpreted the Mycenaean remains on the 
Agiorgitika hills in this way (see above 2.1.2.3)133. The Classical (and possibly even Archaic) 
Epitalion could then be associated with the rich site at Dartisa134. However, it should be 
clarified whether the find complexes of the survey can be differentiated in this way.

2.3.2 Direct identifications

2.3.2.1 Epitalion

The example chosen for the basic notes on the method is ideal in that the location of Epi-
talion can be regarded as unambiguous. The starting point must be Xenophon’s reports of 
the Spartan campaign against Elis in 401 B.C.135. When the Spartans (and their allied con-
tingents) under King Agis II approached Elis from the south, first Lepreon, then Makistos 
and finally Epitalion split from Elis (they were Elean symmachoi). Afterwards, the invading 
army crossed the river (namely the Alpheios), whereupon the »Letrinoi, Amphidoloi and 
Marganeis« joined them as well. Then Agis was able to sacrifice to Zeus in Olympia and 
continue his march directly towards Elis136. Retreating at the end of the campaign, he again 
crossed the Alpheios, leaving a garrison in Epitalion, »near the Alpheios« (πλησίον τοῦ 
Ἀλφειοῦ)137. From there the latter devastated the Elean territory during the winter, so that 
the Eleans eventually sued for peace138.

From this report, the position of Epitalion (at least the Classical one) emerges with suffi-
cient clarity: it is linked to the territory of the Makistians, who settled in the Triphylian area 
south of the lower Alpheios139. The Alpheios River could be crossed near Epitalion. There 

ly to the Makistia; the range of hills that runs paral-
lel to and south of the Alpheios thus forms a border 
between the Makistia and the Pisatis (see Str. 8, 3, 13).

	133	 See the references in Παπαχατζής 1979, 223; Pritch-
ett 1989, 75 f. (with further bibliography), cf. also Mc-
Donald – Hope Simpson 1961, 228.

	134	 The results of the survey (see 2.1.2.3) confirm and 
expand the observations of Meyer 1957, 50, who 
assumes »a safe ancient location« here. Later, this 
place would have been extended or shifted towards 
the plain to the west of the Agiorgitika hills, where 
it would have remained until Roman times (as the 
excavations of P. Themelis have shown, see Παπαχα-
τζής 1979, 223). This is also the findspot of the Roman 
milestone (see above 1.2 with n. 59).

	135	 On the date of the Elean-Spartan War (402 – ​400 B.C.) 
cf. Gehrke 1985, 53 with n. 7; we are here in its second 
year, 401 B.C. (X. HG 3, 2, 24 f.)

	136	 X. HG 3, 2, 25.
	137	 X. HG 3, 2, 29.

	138	 X. HG 3, 2, 30.
	139	 Cf. above n. 133. It is not certain how far this area 

extended geographically at the time of Xenophon. 
The centre, Makistos, is located at Skillountia (Mazi) 
and marked by the remains of an impressive Doric  
temple for Athena (for this, see Νακάσης 2004, and 
the information in Taita 2007, 44 with n. 12), cf. Mi-
non 2007, 186 – ​189 (with further references); Hei-
den – Rohn 2015, 333. The inscription found in the 
temple (Minon 2007, no. 28) with a grant of civil rights 
by the Makistians is also crucial for the purpose of 
localisation. Meyer 1957, 67 f.; Siewert 1987, 276 and 
still Taita 2007, 44 with n.  13 (with further details) 
identify Makistos with Samikon, see however Minon 
2007, 187 n. 60. In addition to the argument of the find 
spot of the inscription, it should be noted that this 
localisation does not suit the topographical informa-
tion on Samikon very well. The relationship between 
the Makistians and Samikon can also be explained 
differently.
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was also a good place for a garrison that could cause serious damage to the territory of Elis 
in the course of the armed conflict140. The information points to the area of modern-day 
Epitalio (Agoulenitsa). This matches the references to the »ford« and the proximity to the 
Alpheios estuary in Strabo141 as well as the »mountains of Triphylia separating the Makis-
tia from the Pisatis« mentioned there142. This pertains to the chain of the hills that begin at 
Epitalio and then continue eastwards south of the Alpheios143. This corresponds with the ac-
count of Polybius144, who names Epitalion alongside Phrixa, Stylangion, Aipion, Bolax and 
Pyrgos as the cities who voluntarily joined Philip V after his occupation of Samikon (218). 
Apart from Pyrgos, which lies to the south, all of these are counted among the Triphylian 
cities north of the Lapithos145.

As we have already seen, the archaeological constellation of finds corresponds well with 
this localisation. However, their detailed definition and in particular their relation to the 
Homeric or Mycenaean topography remains problematic. One would have to ask whether 
the Homeric topography (Thryon, Aipy) can be separated or isolated from the later ones. 
There is also an important note in Strabo146 that at the Alpheios estuary there is a grove of 
Artemis Alpheionia or Alpheiousa, which is 80 stades away from Olympia. In this regard 
a comment by Joseph Partsch147 deserves attention: »A landowner told me that at the end 
of the Katarachi (a slight and elongated soil elevation southwest of Pyrgos)148 at a short dis-
tance from the modern-day mouth of the Alpheios River, he had lifted large poros blocks of 
an old building from the ground and used them for building.«

2.3.2.2 Herakleia and Salmoni

The sites, both of which are clearly distinguished in the sacral and memorial topography of 
Pisa, lay close together149. According to Diodorus Siculus150 Salmone was located »beside« or 
»near« (»παρά« with accusative) the River Alpheios. One should not overstretch this point, 
but the place cannot be too far away from the Alpheios River or from its plain. Even more 
important is the aforementioned proximity to Herakleia, because this can be located with a 
high level of probability. It lay 40 (according to Strabon151) or 50 (according to Pausanias152) 
stades away from Olympia153, and it was close to the river Kytherios / ​Kytheros, which was 
fed by a spring where a sanctuary of the Ionidian nymphs was located. The water of this 
spring supposedly cured various pains and states of exhaustion154. For good reasons, the 
sanctuary has been linked to the sulphur spring of Loutra near the small village of Pour-
nari (one is reminded of the well-known springs near the Kaiafa Lagoon), and the site of 
Herakleia has been supposed to lie in the nearby field of Marmara (between Pournari and 
Pelopion)155. This accords with the distances mentioned and also offers an indication for the 

	140	 Cf. also, succinctly, the modern ›classics‹ Meyer 
1957, 49 f. 60 f. and Pritchett 1989, 75 f.

	141	 Str. 8, 3, 12; 8, 3, 24.
	142	 Str. 8, 3, 12.
	143	 This is why Strabo here speaks of the northern side 

of the Pisatis in a broader sense. This identification 
was already made by Partsch 1897, 14 with n. 1.

	144	 Plb. 4, 80, 12 f.
	145	 Walbank 1957, 533.
	146	 Str. 8, 3, 12.
	147	 Partsch 1897, 14.
	148	 See the Partsch map.  – On the question of the Ar-

temis sanctuary and the problem of the distance 
values see below n. 165. 168.

	149	 Str. 8, 3, 32; in general, on both places cf. Roy 2004, 
492. The to date oldest preserved lease agreement 
between private individuals (IvO 18 = Minon 2007, 
no. 25, ca. 425 – ​400 B.C.), which deals with land in 
Salmone (Salamone, line 3 f.), does not add to the 
question of localisation.

	150	 Diod. 4, 68, 1.
	151	 Str. 8, 3, 32.
	152	 Paus. 6, 22, 7.
	153	 The difference should not be overemphasised, cf. 

Maddoli et al. 1999, 373.
	154	 Str. 8, 3, 32; Paus. 6, 22, 7.
	155	 First and foremost, Panayotopoulos 1991, 275 – ​277 

(276 f. for instructive information on the modern 
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course of the Mountain Road, which one would have to assume here. The river Kyther(i)os 
would then have to be identified with the modern-day Pournariko, into which the afore-
mentioned spring flows.

It is said of Salmone that it lies close (»πλησίον«) to a spring of the same name which 
was also the source of the Enipeus River, something which is also firmly associated with its 
mythistory. Since it is very common to identify the most important tributary of the Alpheios 
River in the area with the Enipeus, Salmone has been located near Neraida, at the source 
of the Lestenitsa River156. However, taking into account the two relative indications of Sal-
mone’s location, i.e. the proximity to the Alpheios and to Herakleia, it immediately becomes 
apparent that this localisation is unacceptable157: The distance from Marmara to Neraida is 
longer than from Marmara to Olympia.

One therefore needs to seek alternatives and consider the river Manna, which has its 
source near modern Herakleia (Brouma)158. There, Partsch saw strong springs, which in his 
opinion – he identifies the place with Herakleia – join to become the Kyther(i)os stream159. In 
addition, he refers to information from locals that »some decades ago [there were] remains 
of an old building«; and he took with him from this place a small lamp with the inscrip-
tion »Πασφóρου«. One could thus identify the Manna River with the Enipeus and would 
thereby find a good site for Salmone (near Herakleia = Marmara, with the Kytherios = Pour-
nariko).

A major objection, however, is the size of the rivers: There is no reason to associate the 
name of the powerful Thessalian river with this modest watercourse, and this is the reason 
why the Lestenitsa River has been considered a more appropriate candidate. It has already 
been emphasised that this causes other difficulties. Partsch may offer a solution: he consid-
ers one of the strong springs south of Landzoï / ​Latzoï which are counted among the sources 
of the Lestenitsa a good candidate; it would suit all aforementioned criteria160. In general, 
one has to keep in mind that we do not know enough about the development of the hydro-
geographical conditions since antiquity to draw far-reaching conclusions about the course 
and water level of rivers or even streams. Since the area in question is not part of our survey 
area, no further observations can be contributed from our perspective. While Herakleia can 
be identified with some degree of certainty, the case of Salmone remains obscure, as Claudia 
Ruggeri succinctly remarks: »La questione della localizzazione sembra quindi difficile da 
risolvere«161.

2.3.3 Relative topography

The observations and interpretations presented here allow the identification of at least two 
places in the region of interest with a degree of certainty. In addition, a new analysis of the 
relevant sources in comparison with the topographical conditions and the results of the sur-
vey enables the establishment of two topographical sequences. The order in which certain 
places are reported apparently corresponds to a spatial arrangement. This produces a kind 

bathing activity between 1909 and 1972, of which 
the current state hardly gives any idea); cf. Ruggeri 
2004, 195.

	156	 Panayotopoulos 1991, 277 – ​281. For the identifica-
tion of the Lestenitsa with the Enipeus see Partsch 
1897, 4 – 6; Taita 2013, 367.

	157	 Cf. also Mandl  – Ruggeri 2000, 52 f. and Ruggeri 
2004, 195.

	158	 For the localisation of Salmone in this place, cf. also 
Ruggeri 2004, 196 with n. 641.

	159	 Partsch 1897, 5 f. He also speaks of a stinking spring 
in a field south of Brouma, with which he associates 
the place name.

	160	 Partsch 1897, 5. For the location of Latzoï, cf. the 
plan in Panayotopoulos 1991, 279.

	161	 Ruggeri 2004, 196.
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of relative topography which at the very least enables us to narrow down the area in ques-
tion for the localisations. This is particularly evident in the area west of Olympia towards 
the mouth of the Alpheios River.

2.3.3.1 West of Olympia

Here, too, Xenophon provides us with the key text, namely his account of the Spartan in-
vasion162: the Epitalians had already joined Agis, as we have seen. He then crossed the Al-
pheios (obviously at the ford at Epitalion), and then the people of Letrinoi, Amphidolia, and 
Marganai went over to his side163. Accordingly, they were located north of the Alpheios, 
and everything indicates that the arrangement is topographical in terms of direction164: first 
Letrinoi, then Amphidolia, then Marganai; afterward, Agis sacrificed to Zeus in Olympia.

In addition, there are clear indications that Letrinoi lies furthest to the west: it can be 
accommodated near the Alpheios or possibly also at the Alpheios estuary, because of the 
temple of Artemis Alpheiaia165. Even more important is the information provided by Pau-
sanias166 that Letrinoi lies on the Plain Road 120 stades from Olympia and 180 from Elis167. 
This leads to the area of Pyrgos or the monastery Agios Ioannis, where Letrinoi has previ-
ously been localised168.

That the other places mentioned lie further to the east is also very plausible; for in their 
campaign against Elis in 365 B.C., the Arkadians move through the Akroreia to Olympia, 
then take Marganai by betrayal and finally attack Elis169. This may indicate that Marganai 

	162	 X. HG 3, 2, 25.
	163	 They remained in league with Sparta for a while 

(until Leuktra): All three are mentioned togeth-
er as Spartan allies (with a total of 400 slingers) 
in the battle near the Nemea Stream in 394  B.C. 
(X. HG 4, 2, 16). The low number of combatants and 
their military function shows that they obviously 
did not act as major poleis.

	164	 Meyer 1950, 1736, cf. Niese 1910, 10, who also sees a 
connection, and now Ruggeri 2004, 171.

	165	 Paus. 6, 22, 8 – 10; the relation of this temple to the 
sanctuary of Artemis Alpheiousa and Alpheionia 
(Str.  8,  12,  12) should be considered (see Maddoli 
et al. 1999, 374; Ruggeri 2004, 175 f.; however, other-
wise Partsch 1897, 6; Taita 2013, 379 f.), if one takes 
Paus. 6, 22, 8 to refer to the territory of Letrinoi (see 
also above). Older travel reports show that before 
the great changes of the last century the broad flood-
plains of the Alpheios came close to Pyrgos (see esp. 
Cockerell 1903, 70, quoted above in n. 28).

	166	 Paus. 6, 22, 8.
	167	 This suits Str.  8,  3,  30, who gives 300  stades from 

Olympia to Elis, cf. also Maddoli et al. 1999, 374 and 
see also above.

	168	 The previous localisations are not compelling, but 
roughly plausible: At Pyrgos (already Partsch 1897, 
6) or at the monastery Agios Ioannis between Pyr-
gos and Katakolo (Leake 1830, vol.  1, 33; Buchon 
1843, 503 with the most detailed information; Cur-
tius 1852, 73; Curtius 1882, 7; Meyer 1950, 1736), 
further references in Παπαχατζής 1979, 392 n.  1; 
Maddoli et  al. 1999, 374; Roy 2004, 499 f.; Ruggeri 
2004, 171; Taita 2007, 47 with n.  20. According to 

Str. 8, 3, 12, however, the port of Pheia (where the 
distance is shortest from the sea to Olympia) lies 
120 stades from Olympia (see Taita 2013, 346 f.), and 
this would rather support a localisation of Letrinoi 
at Agios Ioannis. However, Taita 2013, 349 puts the 
distance into perspective. She localises Letrinoi at 
Pyrgos, and that is why (she calculates a stade to 
cover 180 m) she considers Pausanias’ indication 
an ›overestimation‹ (120 stades = 21.6 km instead of 
›real‹ 19.6 km). Apart from the fact that this specifi-
cation is not supported by any archaeological evi-
dence, one could then also consider Agios Ioannis. 
However, Agios Ioannis is a relatively far distance 
from the assumed route of the Plain Road, as well as 
from the ridge of Katarachi, which connects Pyrgos 
with the Alpheios estuary (see n.  266). In general, 
however, as the comparison with Strabo and other 
examples in our region (see above) show, the an-
cient numbers, which are typically rounded, leave 
certain margins for calculation. The lake mentioned 
in Paus. 6, 22, 1 can no longer be identified; Chan-
dler 1776, 287 refers to a lake near the monastery of 
Panagia Skaphidia north of Katakolo; Curtius 1882, 
7 identified this with the northern part of the Mouria 
Lagoon (and localised Dyspontion near Pyrgos, fur-
ther details in Taita 2013, 366 n. 99), Partsch 1897, 6 
of the Mouteli depression south of Pyrgos; accord-
ing to Παπαχατζής 1979, 394  n.  1, the lake came 
into contact with the Lagoon of Mouria and has 
since accordingly been drained. All of this remains 
quite uncertain; on Letrinoi cf. also Roy 2004, 499 f.

	169	 X. HG 7, 4, 14.
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was immediately adjacent to Olympia and was near the Mountain Road, closer to it than 
Amphidoloi. Thus, Marganai would also be located near Alasyaion. However, taking into 
consideration Xenophon170, one should not move too far away from the Alpheios River. In 
any case, Amphidoloi also borders Alasyaion171, which in turn can be associated with the 
Akroreia, quite in the sense of a direct neighbourhood172. In reference to Xenophon173 one 
could draw a line: Letrinoi – Amphidoloi – Marganai – Alasyaion (on the Mountain Road)174.

Thus we have a topographical sequence Letrinoi (= Pyrgos / ​Agios Ioannis), then east-
wards Amphidolia – Marganai – Alasyaion – Akroreia175. Specifically, besides the location 
of Letrinoi near Pyrgos / ​Agios Ioannis, one could suggest the following correlations: Am-
phidoloi may have been located northeast of Pyrgos, to the north of Vrochitsa, where re-
mains from the early 4th  century B.C. have been identified176. In view of the ambiguities, 
one should apply a wider perspective and follow Ernst Meyer’s consideration of the »hilly 
country of Varvasaina-Labeti«177.

Another candidate for Amphidolia could also be Salmoni (Koukoura). However, be-
cause of the close proximity to Olympia, which is evident from Xenophon’s178 report on 
the Arkadian attack of 365 (see above), one should associate this place with Marganai. The 
findings and observations made in our campaigns support this perspective179. Alasyaion 
	170	 X. HG 3, 2, 25.
	171	 Str. 8, 3, 10; see in general Roy 2004, 247.
	172	 Nafissi 2003, 25 n. 17 (west of Lasion on the slopes of 

the Pholoe); on the neighbourhood see Meyer 1950, 
1737.

	173	 X. HG 3, 2, 25.
	174	 Amphidolia or Amphidolis (Str. 8, 3, 24 and 8, 3, 9) 

probably addresses the territory of the polis Am-
phidoloi (X. HG 3, 2, 30 – without textual change – 
and St. Byz. s. v.). According to Strabo (24) Marganai 
also belonged to it. This creates a problem for the 
topography, because we have to use the term Am-
phidoloi in a stricter or broader sense (for this dis-
tinction, see also Nafissi 2003, 25). How to explain 
the relationship between the two remains open (see 
also Ruggeri 2004, 170, esp. 172). If one assumes the 
Amphidoloi to have been a small federation, Mar-
ganai would have been a part, as well as Alasyaion. 
However, this is not very plausible as both (Am-
phidoloi and Marganeis) are mentioned side by side 
as distinct units in Xenophon (25 and 30). One could 
think of a later ›incorporation‹ or something of the 
sort, but the most plausible explanation is to assume 
that Str. 8, 3, 24 follows the category of order used 
by Apollodorus: Amphidolia as an Elean perioicic 
area and part of Triphylia north of the Alpheios (in 
distinction to the Makistia south of the river (Meyer 
1950, 1740 f.); see also Ruggeri 2004, 170, who in con-
sideration of Str. 8, 3, 24 supposes that in the Hel-
lenistic era Amphidolis was much larger than in the 
Classical period. In any case, for the time of Xeno-
phon we should consider Amphidolia or Amphido-
loi a polis territory (see also Roy 2004, 494).

	175	 Cf. Nafissi 2003, fig. 2.
	176	 Ruggeri 2004, 172.  189; similar Taita 2007, 47 with 

further references.
	177	 Meyer 1950, 1736.
	178	 X. HG 7, 4, 14.
	179	 Esp. the Classical-Hellenistic remains on Palaiopyr-

gos, see above; for the identification cf. Roy 2002, 
230 with further references; Roy 2004, 500. How-
ever, one has also to consider the information of 

Str.  8,  3,  24 on Homeric Aipy and its identifica-
tion – as advanced by others – with Marganai: Ac-
cording to Strabo Marganai was not a naturally 
fortified place (»ἔρυμα φυσικόν«) and not located 
on a steep hill. This would speak against the iden-
tification with Palaiopyrgos. However, one has to 
keep in mind that the information that was shaped 
by subjective perceptions and local impressions 
leaves a certain measure of wiggle room. Because 
of the Greek character of the landscape, a »natural 
bulwark« suggests a rather rugged elevation. On 
the other hand, the Arkadians got hold of Marganai 
by »surrender on the part of some« (X. HG 7, 4, 14), 
that is by betrayal (365), cf. also Ruggeri 2004, 169 
(»efficacemente difeso, forse di mezzo di mura, o al-
meno per la posizione geografica strategica che lo 
rendeva difficile da prendere«; own translation: »ef-
fectively defended, perhaps by means of walls, or at 
least because of its strategic geographical position, 
which made it difficult to take.«). However, she also 
notes the possible contradiction to Strabo (170). Re-
mains of walls have not been found so far, but there 
may have existed wooden fortifications. However, 
the connection with Salmoni (Koukoura) is not un-
attractive: the site in question (the hill Palaiopyr-
gos, possibly including the hill with the church of 
Prophitis Ilias), is on the one hand not a steep rock 
(especially according to the aforementioned criteria 
for steepness), but not entirely without defences, 
even without fortification walls (examples of which 
have not yet been detected anywhere in the entire 
region), so that for the Arkadians betrayal was still 
more economical than an attack. This is also sup-
ported by the fact that Diod. 15, 77, 4 uses the term 
polis in view of Marganai as well as of Kronos Hill 
(X. HG 7, 4, 14) that had just been »fortified« by the 
Arkadians (Bölte 1930, 1681).  – Meyer 1950, 1736 
(following Bölte 1930, 1681) brings the plain be-
tween Strephi and Flokas into play, cf. also Ruggeri 
2004, 171 f. However, a localisation in the plain is 
not very plausible in view of the extent and activity 
of the Alpheios.
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lay »near Amphidolia […] on the Mountain Road from Elis to Olympia«. It had »earlier« 
belonged to the Pisatis180. In all likelihood, it also bordered on the Akroreia181. In general, 
Alasyaion is located at the upper reaches of the Lestenitsa182. Since this zone was outside of 
our survey area, we have no further information to offer.

2.3.3.2 North and east of Olympia

Here, a relative topography may likewise be deduced, albeit not with the same degree of 
certainty. The starting point is a note in Strabo183, which suggests that the places Harpina, 
Kikysion and Dyspontion formed a line: Harpina, which belonged to the »Eight Cities« 
(oktapolis) of the Pisatis and through which the Parthenias River184 flowed, was on the road 
leading to the Pholoe and Pharaia / ​Pheraia (see above). There (»αὐτοῦ«) also Kikysion (also 
belonging to the oktapolis) and Dyspontion were located. The location »there« is not exactly 
precise. However, Dyspontion is also said to lie on the road from Elis to Olympia, in the 
plain. Since Harpina is situated on the road to Arkadia, and Dyspontion towards Elis, one 
may conclude that Harpina is the easternmost, Dyspontion the westernmost site. We could 
then draw a line between the two with Kikysion in the middle.

The well-known story of the suicide of Peregrinus Proteus after the Olympics of 
A.D. 165 in Harpina, which drew quite some attention at the time, makes it possi-
ble to add further details185. Lucian offers precise information on the distance  – 20  sta-
des (3.7 km) – this place lay east of Olympia186. The passage can be regarded as very re-
liable because the event attracted a lot of attention and the location is integrated firmly 
into the narrative. Of the three candidates proposed so far for the place of Harpina  – a 
hill on the right bank of modern-day Viliziko / ​Vilizeiko187, the hill of Frangonisi south of  

	180	 Str. 8, 3, 10.
	181	 Roy 2002, 230. Meyer 1950, 1737 reached this con-

clusion from the joint dedication IvO 258; Roy’s 
arguments against it (2002, 230), with the spatial 
distances Amphidolia-Alasyaion-Akrokreia, are not 
compelling.

	182	 Ruggeri 2004, 150 f.  196; Taita 2007, 47, similar to 
Partsch 1897, 4, who takes into consideration the 
»convergence of the sources of the Enipeus [= Leste
nitsa] near Karatula« [mentioning a local »fort« Xy-
lokastro east of the pond Mavroli].

	183	 Str. 8, 3, 32.
	184	 One problem lies in the mention of the two riv-

ers Parthenias here in Strabo and Paus. 6,  21,  7 as 
well as in the designation of the river at Harpina as 
Harpinates by Paus. 6, 21, 8: According to Strabo the 
Parthenias flows through Harpina, which accord-
ing to Pausanias apparently flows into the Alpheios 
from the south (Maddoli et  al. 1999, 360). Follow-
ing Paus.  (8) the Harpinates runs next to the ruins 
of Harpina. Firstly, it should be noted that one has 
to remain to the right of the Alpheios (see above all 
Bölte 1912, 2408, and for explanation, see Maddoli 
et  al. 1999,  357 f.). The difference between Parthe-
nias and Harpinates could be explained by assum-
ing two different streams in the territory of Harpina 
(Bölte 1912, 2408 and Maddoli et  al. 1999, 360). In 
contrast, Baladié 1980, 297 identifies the Harpinates 
of Pausanias with the Parthenias of Strabo.  – The 
Parthenias is usually identified with the modern-
day Bakireiko, which originates in the Lala area and 

flows into the Alpheios near Mouria (Graefinghoff’s 
map; Puillon Boblaye 1835, 129; Bölte 1912, 2408; 
Meyer 1949; Pritchett 1989, 35 f.; Maddoli et al. 1999, 
360; Roy 2002, 235 with n. 18). This however would 
be too far to the east for the aforementioned locali-
sation of Harpina according to Lucian (see below). 
The Harpinates is equated with the Vilizeiko further 
west originating in Pefkes (formerly Viliza or Ve-
liza) and flowing into the Alpheios east of Miraka 
(Puillon Boblaye 1835, 129; Bölte 1912, 2408; Παπα-
χατζής 1979, 382 n. 7; Maddoli et al. 1999, 361 have 
Viliziko, similar to Graefinghoff’s map where it is 
named Parthenias). This again is further east than 
Lucian’s description would allow. In the small area 
in question, next to the Vilizeiko and the Bakireiko 
there is yet another stream, which flows directly 
west of Panagia (Curtius  –  Adler  1882 and Grae
finghoff’s Harpinates). The identification of the riv-
ers sadly does not enable the establishment of clear 
criteria for localisation due to the problems associ-
ated with them. The key must remain Lucian. – For 
Harpina cf. also Roy 2004, 492.

	185	 According to Paus. 6, 21, 8 there were only »ruins« 
(ἐρείπια) and altars, but because of Lucian the place 
must have had some importance.

	186	 Lucianus Peregr. 35.
	187	 Near the village of Linaria (former Saraka): Παπα-

χατζής 1979, 382  n.  7.  8; Maddoli et  al. 1999, 361. 
However, because of Lucian’s statement (though 
one should not overstretch it), the distance would 
be too far away from Olympia.
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Miraka188, and the church of Panagia189, – this information seems to suggest the latter as the 
most plausible due to its distance from Olympia.

Moving northwest from Harpina according to this reconstruction, Kikysion came first 
and finally Dyspontion. The path indicated on Partsch’s map (1897) suggests that Kikysion 
could be sought in the area of Archaia Pisa (Miraka), Mageiras or Koskinas190 and Dyspon-
tion in the area of Platanos191. At any rate, Kikysion was the largest among the places of the 
oktapolis, and was near a spring called Bisa192. Dyspontion is no longer attested in the sources 
for the period after 570 B.C. and therefore had probably been abandoned already in the 
6th century B.C.193.

In this respect, our research allows for some tentative conclusions: Within the area of 
the relative topography, only in the area northwest of Koskinas (see figs. 6 no. 3. 4; 7 no. 3. 4; 
27) a sufficiently large find complex with documented Classical-Hellenistic material which 
could indicate a site was located. We consider this a serious candidate for Kikysion. The 
dominating site in the fertile and extensive area of the middle reaches of the Kladeos suits 
Strabo’s statement194 that Kikysion was the largest community of the oktapolis, and the land 
distribution that is mentioned in a recently published inscription195 may well pertain to this 
area.

The connection between the Kladeos River valley and the Alpheios Plain to the west (see 
fig. 7 no. 1) near Platanos can be associated very well with the Mountain Road, as is visible 
already on the map by Partsch of 1897. To the west and on a lower level, one could then ten-
tatively assume the location of Dyspontion, that is between Platanos and Pelopion (formerly 
Kriekouki)196, which already comes close to the place assumed for Herakleia (see above).

	188	 Roy 2002, 235 with n. 18, citing McDonald – Rapp 
1972, 320 no. 723; 306 no. 323 f. The site would be 
only about 2 km away from Olympia.

	189	 Just east of the first stream east of Miraka: Map Cur-
tius  – Adler 1882; Map Partsch 1897 (Graefinghoff 
records Harpina on a hill further north on the same 
river, which he calls Harpinates), cf. Bölte 1912, 2408 
and see also above n. 184. Ross 1841, 108 n. 63, also 
because of Lucian, considers a location near a »lit-
tle river east of Miraka« (translated from German 
text), and Gell (1817,  37) notes before crossing the 
first stream he mentions after Miraka »fragments of 
tiles«.

	190	 For the remains near Miraka (now ›Archaia 
Pisa‹) documented so far see above n.  100; for 
those of Koskinas see Παπακωνσταντίνου 1992, 
nos. 22. 23. 34. 48 (tombs of LH III A – B and of Helle
nistic-​Roman chronology, with Hellenistic pottery 
in the surrounding area), for Mageiras see Παπα-
κωνσταντίνου 1992, nos.  29.  31 – 33: ›prehistoric‹, 
LH III, Classical-Hellenistic tombs).

	191	 According to Str.  8,  3,  32 it lies »on the way from 
Olympia to Elis in the plain«. This obviously refers 
to the Mountain Road, where its course runs through 
the plain (Meyer 1950, 1737, cf. above n. 54); other-
wise that would not have been explicitly stated, nor 
would it fit the other topographical indications; also 
Roy 2002, 234 f.; Ruggeri 2004, 193. One would thus 
arrive in the area of Platanos, for finds there see 
Παπακωνσταντίνου 1992, nos. 24 – 28. 30 (LH III B, 
early Archaic, Roman, Late Antiquity). Curtius 1882, 

8 had suggested Pyrgos, because he understood the 
name as »coastal town, which had no favourable 
seaside location«; Partsch 1897, 7 had thought of the 
area of Salmoni (Koukoura): The name could indi-
cate that the Alpheios at Dyspontion (about 50 sta-
des from its mouth) stopped »[being] a navigable 
river. That points to the area of Koukoura.«

	192	 Str. 8, 3, 31; Mandl – Ruggeri 2000, 53 hypothetically 
suggest the place of Neraida / ​Persaina, which cor-
responds to a larger settlement site. Although this 
cannot be excluded, it must remain open given the 
archaeological documentation as a whole and the 
relatively long distance from Olympia.

	193	 Roy 2002, 34 f.; Roy 2004, 494.
	194	 Str. 8, 3, 21.
	195	 For this assignment see NIO 5  A (= Minon 2007, 

no. 16), 3 f.
	196	 There was an old road (see Map Partsch 1897) from 

Pyrgos to Lalas (across the pass at Platanos and 
then up the Kladeos); this is well documented in 
Sibthorpe 1820, 79: The Oxford botanist was on his 
way from Pyrgos to Lalas, when at »Cracouchi« (i.e. 
Kriekouki = Pelopion) a broken bridge (across the 
stream west of the village, which was heavily swol-
len – on March 2nd, 1795) delayed his journey. He ap-
parently crossed the pass at Platanos, made a detour 
to Olympia and then moved via »Stavrokephalo« 
(today Kladeos) along the Kladeos upstream to-
wards Lalas. He notes that after the passage at Krie-
kouki »the size of the mountains increased«, and 
mentions »pine trees of majestic height«.
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3 FIRST HISTORICAL CONCLUSIONS

3.1 Olympia and Pisa

In his 10th Olympic Ode, Pindar197 sings of Herakles’ deeds after his victory against Augeias, 
the king of Elis198: »But the brave son of Zeus gathered the entire army and all the spoils 
together in Pisa and measured out a sacred precinct for his supreme father. He enclosed the 
Altis all around and marked it off in the open, and he made the encircling area a resting-place 
for feasting, honouring the stream [i.e. the ford]199 of the Alpheius along with the twelve rul-
ing gods. And he named the Hill of Kronos«.

We should certainly not read this text as a report on the establishment of the cult of Zeus 
in Olympia, nor should we look for a historical kernel communicating past events in mythi-
cal guise. However, the text contains information on the situation at the time of Pindar. We 
can easily recognise the ford of the Alpheios River, the Altis and Kronos Hill. The author 
had previously already mentioned the »tomb« of Pelops there, which refers to the Pelo-
pion200. Above all, however, the text – and this is of crucial importance here – offers a view 
of how space was perceived and manipulated at the time (and certainly not only in the time 
of Pindar). The essential point is the following:

The area bears the name Pisa. There is a sacred place in it, a τέμενος marked and en-
closed as such201. It has the name Altis. With the establishment of the cult, the (nearby) ford 
(πόρος) of the Alpheios, in addition to the Twelve Gods, is particularly honoured. The sur-
rounding land (πέδον) is intended for the ritual meal. A hill, which is apparently also lo-
cated here, is named after Kronos. At the same time, there is a venerable cult place, the tomb 
of the hero Pelops. The geographical indications refer to the landscape itself, the Alpheios 
ford and an apparently distinctive hill. Qualitative categorisation takes place through the 
specific definition of a »sacred«, »divine« (ζάθεος) place, from which an activity (the meal) 
connected with the cult but separated from the numinous place is excluded. The fact that 
this extends »in a circle« around the sacred place forms a classification in terms of the quali-
tative assessment of the area and appropriately emphasises the centrality of the sanctuary 
in relation to its immediate surroundings202.

If we now take the aforementioned »meal« metaphorically in terms of the activities as-
sociated with the cult in a broader sense, this amounts to a kind of operational description 
for the small-scale settlements located »in the circle«, thus all around. This is what the scho-

	197	 On this text and other passages in Pindar (includ-
ing the ones used subsequently) see also Ulf 1997, 
13 – 25.

	198	 Pi. O. 10, 43 – 50 (Translation: Svarlien 1991).
	199	 The πόρος of the Alpheios also appears in Pi. O. 1, 92 

(with reference to the Pelopion) and 2, 12 f. (with ref-
erence to Kronos Hill). Taita 2001, 127 f. points out 
that in the poetic language πόρος can indicate not 
only the ford but also the bed of a river as a whole, 
but rightly sticks to the meaning of »ford«. There is 
a clear spatial reference to the three places, and the 
extension to the »bed«, i.e. the course of the river 
or the whole river, would make no sense in view 
of the desired local precision, which has a poetic-
literary function. In addition, such a striking point 
of passage could quickly acquire a sacred meaning 
(for Olympia in this context, see Eder 2019, 39 f. If 
there was a lake in the immediate vicinity (see above 
2.2.2.2), this could have enhanced the effect. In any 
case, in the Archaic literature (and possibly also in 

the legal language) there was a clear correlation 
between Olympia and the Alpheios (Alonso  Tron-
coso  2013,  219 with corresponding references; re-
garding the Alpheios as a sacred figure see below) – 
Paus. 6, 20, 1 testifies to a cult for Kronos, in which 
priests named Βασίλαι carried out sacrifices for the 
god; for potential »Kronika« see above n.  12. The 
Olympics were also traced back to a wrestling match 
between Kronos and Zeus (Paus. 8, 2, 2).

	200	 Cf. Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 52.
	201	 On the meaning of such a ›staked space‹, see gener-

ally Michaels 2006, 280, with reference to Ernst Cas-
sirer; on the ambivalence of such areas, which we 
also have to consider here, Michaels 2006, 282. On 
ritual spaces in ancient Greece see Cole 2004, 30 – 65, 
and on different degrees of the sacred within the 
sanctuary of Olympia Cole 2004, 61.

	202	 On the role of the centrality of sanctuaries, see Cole 
2004, 75 – 79; on Pindar’s passage cf. Eckerman 2013, 
28 f.
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liast to Pindar already said with reference to authors named Aristodemos203, Leptines, and 
Dionysius204, as follows: »It is not in Elis where those banquet who have come to the festival 
[πανήγυρις], but Pisa; because the area, ›in the circle‹ [κύκλος] around the sanctuary‹ is 
occupied by hostels [καταγωγαί]«205. The term Pisa thus refers to the landscape around the 
sanctuary of Olympia, in the complementary sense already mentioned (see above 1.3).

These important relations gain a starker profile in the light of modern concepts of spa-
tiality206, which go back to phenomenological concepts, in particular to M. Merleau-Ponty 
and his ›Phenoménologie de la perception‹. The »experienced space« or »espace vécu« inter-
acts with the human being and his body and is perceived, classified and evaluated in many 
ways and in constant interaction. Irrespective of its objective, physically given presence, and 
yet closely related to it, this space is thus an »espace existentiel«207.

Individuals move within this space and their perception of it is shaped not least by the 
society which they are part of. Thus, this space may also be referred to as »a sacred, sym-
bolic and mythic space replete with social meanings wrapped around buildings, objects 
and features of the local topography providing reference points and planes of emotional 
orientation for human attachment and involvement«208. We therefore have to assume a cor-
responding understanding of space. The locality of Olympia was heavily charged with sa-
cred meaning209 which already became manifest in the early cultic practices. We may there-
fore also assume that this was of special significance even for the social organisation of the 
inhabitants in the immediate surroundings. Indeed, their primary habitat, their vital living 
environment was related to the sanctuary.

One could also speak of ›amphictyons‹, as it were avant la lettre, for the concept of an am-
phictyony presupposes the existence of ethnic-political units that share the organisation of 
a cult or sanctuary210. Conversely, we must remember that the sanctuary or cult in Olympia 
precedes or substantially shapes the social organisation211. This leads to another, hypotheti-
cal, conclusion, especially when we think of the aforementioned Pisa problem. We should 
not from the outset – as most recently M. Kõiv212 – assume or ask whether Pisa or the Pisa-

	203	 One is tempted to identify him with the historian 
Aristodemos (Schwartz 1895a, 925; FGrHist  414), 
but F.  Jacoby did not include this quotation in his 
collection. Since it is essentially a text-critical note, 
it may also refer to the philologist A. of Alexandreia 
(Schwartz 1895b, 925) who commented on Pindar.

	204	 Cohn 1905, 984.
	205	 Sch. Pi. O. 10, 55 b; own translation. For an interpre-

tation in the sense of area see esp. Meyer 1950, 1737, 
cf. also Niese 1910, 28 f. (Pisa is an »area«, »it is as 
much as Olympia«). As such, as an area in the south-
ern part of Elis, Pisa may also appear as ἀκροτήριον 
Ἄλιδος in Pindar (O. 9, 7). That someone can receive 
land »in Pisa« (IvO 11 = Minon 2007, no. 12, 5) may 
refer to the area, but could also refer to the territory 
of a settlement (which is less likely, however, if it 
was not a ›real‹ polis; and that is not the case, at 
least on the basis of what we know about the region 
through texts and archaeological observations). The 
scholiast continues: »but Pisa lies three stades away 
from Olympia«. This is contradictory insofar as he 
himself speaks of the environment, thus of no fixed 
point. Sch. Pi. O. 1, 28 b has Pisa as χωρίον next to 
Elis, at a distance of 50 stades (sic!). Herodian (Hdn. 
Gr. vol. 1 p. 226, 19 – 22) calls Pisa »polis and source 
of Olympia«, but also speaks of a »chorion in which 
the Temple of Zeus is built and the Olympic contest 

is organised«. These late and contradictory state-
ments are unhelpful and ultimately worthless when 
compared with what can be linked to Pindar.

	206	 Cf. the important overview in Hofmann 2014/2015.
	207	 Merleau-Ponty 1945, 337, cf. esp. Ingold 1993, 

152.  154; the recent criticism of Ingold’s phenom-
enological approach (Hicks 2016, with the following 
discussion) concerns methods and working proce-
dures of current archaeology, not the approach to 
the – past – life-world.

	208	 Tilley 1994, 16 f., on these perspectives cf. also 
Bintliff 2009.

	209	 For such ›strong places‹, cf. also Dally  – Metzner-
Nebelsick 2006, 205 (with further references); Mi-
chaels 2006, 278.

	210	 On this distinction, see now the very clear statement 
of Funke 2016, 20 – 22. This difference is also a major 
reason why the idea of an amphictyony around the 
sanctuary of Olympia, which was developed by 
Kahrstedt 1927 and last advanced by Siewert in 1994 
(see Ebert – Siewert 1999) and Taita 2000, has not be-
come accepted; cf. already Gauthier 1972, 43 – 45.

	211	 Schlesier 2000, 146 n. 9, has rightly pointed out the 
significance of religious phenomena prior to the for-
mation of the polis; cf. now also Funke 2016, 19 f.; 
Eder 2019.

	212	 Kõiv 2013.
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tans were an ethnic or political entity, but initially apply an open, unspecified term of social 
group or ›number‹, ›amount‹213. The centrality of the sacred place, which they were most 
aware of and which had a significant impact on their existence, was probably essential for 
their formation. The religious sphere (in its relation to a certain area214, i.e. a ›strong place‹ 
and its surroundings) here obviously became constitutive for community building.

In specific terms, however hypothetically, one could envisage the following scenario: 
The descendants of the post-palatial warlords and their neighbours (and maybe newcomers 
from the northwest), who are archaeologically attested in the surroundings of Olympia215, 
were particularly aware of certain topographical features which were also important for 
their everyday lives: a ford across a powerful river (where it might have expanded to a 
lake in former times), a conspicuous hill nearby with some remains of earlier use216, but 
also a flat mound covered with limestone slabs that looked like a burial tumulus. There-
fore, they revered the place where all this was concentrated as especially numinous217. It 
became a »hub«, a »crystallisation point«218. There they worshipped gods from the 11th cen-
tury onwards, consulted an oracle, met in peaceful athletic competitions, sacrificed and 
shared their sacrificial meals, joined in celebrations, processions and dance – and organ-
ised themselves according to rules that provided the necessary framework. The area they 
set out for communication and competition was particularly dependent on such rules that 
had to be accepted by the participants219. This was also the way to promote inner coher-
ence, without necessarily becoming the basis of a more far-reaching, political-ethnic col-
lective organisation. Cult and oracle received attention beyond the site220 and expanded 

	213	 Consider, e.g., the sort of neutral concept of the 
»multitude«, which Bernbeck 2012 introduced to 
the archaeological discussion. On the role of local 
groups in the formation of pre-state communities, 
cf. the references in Ulf 2006, 27 (who, however, 
does not pursue this track because of his focus on 
the ›big men‹).

	214	 However not the area as such, cf. Simmel 1908, 
688: »Nicht der Raum, sondern die von der Seele 
her erfolgende Gliederung und Zusammenfas-
sung seiner Teile hat gesellschaftliche Bedeutung. 
Diese Synthese des Raumstücks ist eine spezifisch-
psychologische Funktion, die, bei aller scheinbar 
›natürlichen‹ Gegebenheit, durchaus individuell 
modifiziert ist; aber die Kategorien, von denen sie 
ausgeht, schließen sich allerdings, mehr oder weni-
ger anschaulich, an die Unmittelbarkeit des Raumes 
an.«

	215	 LH  III  C warlords at Mageiras: cf. Vikatou 2012; 
see above 2.1.2.1 with n. 97; Mycenaean settlement 
in Elis: Βικάτου 1999; Νικολέντζος 2011; on Late 
Mycenaean and Early Iron Age finds in and close 
to Olympia: Eder 2001b; Eder 2003; Eder 2006; Eder, 
forthcoming. In the meantime, our research project 
has provided more material (see above 2.1.2).

	216	 Kronos Hill: Mycenaean pottery in alluvial layers 
suggests some sort of Mycenaean occupation on 
and around Kronos Hill. However, Kronos Hill has 
suffered from extensive erosion over the course of 
the centuries and the nature of the Late Bronze Age 
use of the site must therefore remain obscure. Even 
in view of the head of a Mycenaean figurine found 
in the northern bank of the stadium, the existence of 
a Mycenaean cult place on Kronos Hill can neither 

be effectively substantiated nor totally excluded. Cf. 
Eder 2001b, 202; Eder 2006, 189 – ​192.

	217	 Is it a coincidence that in the three relevant pas-
sages in Pindar (O.  1,  20; 2,  12 f.; 10,  24. 43 – 50) 
the Alpheios Ford, Kronos Hill, and the Pelopion 
(this was the venerable ruin) are mentioned? The 
sacred-numinous quality ascribed to certain places 
is normally preserved over long periods of time. 
On ford and hill cf. Taita 2001, 126 f.; on the role of 
crossroads, passes and fords in this context see Eder 
2019, 39 f.); on Pelops, the Pelopion and the Bronze 
Age remains, above all the partly still visible tu-
mulus from the middle of the 3rd  millennium  B.C. 
(Early Helladic  II) in the area of Pelopion see esp. 
Kyrieleis 2006, 55 – 61. 79 – 83; cf. summaries in 
Rambach 2002; Kyrieleis 2002b; Kyrieleis 2011, 22.

	218	 Such terms are used in Georg Simmel’s sociology of 
space (Simmel 1908, 706 – ​708).

	219	 For this constellation in the Late Bronze / ​Early Iron 
Age transitional period, see now generally Eder 
2019, 39 – 42.  – On the role of competition among 
the Greek elite of the Archaic period cf. Stein-
Hölkeskamp 2015, 187 – ​189; for the »socialising 
force« of such rivalry see Hölkeskamp 2017, 118 f., 
who draws on the insights of Georg Simmel: »Die 
Normierung des Kampfspieles ist oft eine so ri
gorose, unpersönliche, beiderseitig mit der Strenge 
des Ehrenkodex beobachtete, wie Vereinigungen zu 
Kooperationen sie kaum aufweisen« (Simmel 1908, 
304 f.).

	220	 According to Kiderlen 2010, the tripod dedications 
that range from the 11th to the 8th century B.C. illus-
trate the (supra)regional significance of the sanctu-
ary at Olympia.
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in importance in the 8th  century in ever-larger dimensions, as the dedication of bronzes  
demonstrates221.

Using the example of sacred spaces in the Himalayas, Axel Michaels has shown that the 
particular numinous uniqueness of a place can be combined with »eine[r] Öffnung nach 
außen und damit Pluralität. […] Daher kann die sakrale Kraft eines Ortes zu Vergrößerun-
gen, Ausdehnungen und komplexen Strukturen führen; zu Göttergruppen, Wallfahrten, 
Verbindungen von Dörfern, Tempeln oder Häusern. Fokussierung und Öffnung wirken 
zusammen, wenn es zu Vorstellungen von sakralen Landschaften kommt«222. A similar 
opening to the outside seems to have taken place relatively early in Olympia.

In this context it is necessary to mention the role of those who played a significant part 
in the practical expression of this imaginaire. No direct information is available from the 
area of our concern, but phenomena that are otherwise known from Greek cultural and 
literary history provide a clear idea. We need to consider those who inhabited this area and 
worshipped the gods here, during their symposia, but also in the frame of the festivals and 
athletic competitions223. They did so with increasing outside perception paired with the ex-
ternal relations so characteristic of Greek elites. Singers visited their homes and farmsteads, 
comparable to the Homeric Phemios or Demodokos or the later real-world Bacchylides and 
Pindar. These, usually mobile in their turn, captured their clients’ religious experiences and 
memories in words, sounds and rhythms, thus shaping and designing them. In view of the 
growing importance of the cult, the prominence of such heralds certainly grew, and they, 
too, progressively contributed to the expansion of the network of the sanctuary.

As mentioned before, already at an early stage of its development it had gained more 
than local importance. However, when the sanctuary and its cult became more and more 
prominent as a centre of Panhellenic significance from the 8th century onwards, the local 
people, the people of Pisa, may have reached their limits in organising a rapidly growing 
and increasingly complex festival. One needs to merely consider the enormous effort of 
announcing the games by the theoroi224. In the course of the expansion of the »people of the 
valley« the cult came under the control of the well-organised Eleans. In other words, the 
moment the cult obtained a particular superregional importance, the dimension of the ac-
tivities was subjected to the regulations of a contemporary and professional organisation. 
This is by no means a compulsory, but a hypothetical line of argument which all our obser-
vations, concepts, and considerations fit best.

This assumption can be related to what can be said about the flexible and yet effective 
sociopolitical and administrative structure of the Elean union. The local groups were able 

	221	 Gehrke 2012, 30. For the beginning of the Olympic 
Games, the currently prevailing argument is based 
on Mallwitz’s observations on the use of the tem-
porary wells in Olympia (see Mallwitz 1988; Mall-
witz 1999, 193 – ​199; cf. now also Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 
64 f.). The reflections and observations of Christesen 
2007 point in the same direction (around 700 B.C., 
158 f.). On the other hand, the overall complex of 
finds and their range make one rather sceptical in 
this respect, especially since one can imagine accom-
modation of participants and guests (and thus the 
existence of ephemeral water supply) in other areas 
as well. In fact, the Early Archaic wells close to the 
stadium merely indicate that the games from ca. 700 
onwards attracted such a large number of people 
that provisions for their supply with water had to 
be made in advance. The prominence of Early Iron 
Age charioteers among the votive figurines may 

suggest that also chariot races were part of the early 
games (from the start in the 11th century) that added 
to the attraction of the Olympic festival.  – Stein-
Hölkeskamp 2015, 206 – ​213 offers an important 
overview of Olympia and its development under 
the aspect of an elite lifestyle.

	222	 Michaels 2006, 278.
	223	 For the symposium, the role of agonism and the per-

formative aspects in this context, Rossi 1997, 762 – ​
767 offers vivid details (and emphasises that Odys-
seus as guest of the Phaeacians – i.e. in the 8th song of 
the Odyssey – was honoured by young men through 
athletic competitions, dances and the performance 
of epic poetry, 760); on the role of poetry and poets 
in the symposium see Stein-Hölkeskamp 1989, 112 – ​
116 and now also Wecowski 2014, 9 f. 48 n. 108 (with 
rich bibliographic references).

	224	 Cf. Gehrke 2013.
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to participate in political life at an appropriate level, in well-respected autonomy, and to ex-
press their identity in the framework of mythistorical ideas, such as the eponymous figures 
Pisos and Pise. Pisos, the son of Perieres, son of Aiolos225, appears on the chest of Kypselos, 
i.e. in the 6th century226, as one of several competitors in a chariot race during the funeral 
games for Pelias, a first (but ultimately the only) indication for a certain independence of the 
Pisatans. Pise, on the other hand, another well-known eponymous figure 227, was considered 
the daughter of Endymion, who played a key role in the genealogy of the Eleans228. Appar-
ently, such openness in the organisation of the games, which extended well beyond Elis229, 
contributed to the fact that this cult was not perceived as a specific (polis, ethnos) cult of Elis, 
but as a general one – despite the role that Elis played in it.

Against this background, the concept of the oktapolis of Pisa, which is attested only later, 
can also be easily classified. J. Roy has made sufficiently clear that these were not poleis 
in the literal sense230. They were, however, some of the small villages and hamlets which 
formed a characteristic part of the landscape and which, even in 400 B.C., to the Spartans ap-
peared unsuitable as being the organisers of the games. However, one can well imagine that 
the people in the area felt challenged by this negative assessment (which classified them as 
χωρῖται), so that they themselves chose to speak of eight ›poleis‹, created an appropriate 
past, and finally, taking advantage of a favourable foreign political constellation established 
their own state, with everything that belonged to it. During a state crisis in Elis, in 364 B.C. 
things went so far that they eventually hosted the Olympics, which they claimed rightfully 
belonged to them – admittedly only as a puppet of the Arkadian Federation. Thus, the Pisa-
tan moment of glory was quickly over, when the Arkadians withdrew from the fight for 
Olympia out of religious respect and the Eleans proceeded to pursue a policy of reconcilia-
tion, which also included the Pisatans231.

3.2 Aspects of a sacred-memorial topography: rivers, gods and heroes

It is worthwhile to continue in the chosen direction. The multidimensionality of the space 
around Olympia emerges under the perspective of an environment that was shaped by 
historical, so to speak emic ideas, not least by myths232 that related the sacred and the ritual 
with the narrative and thus simultaneously attached memories to the landscape, memories 
usually of a mythical-religious character. This »mythical phenomenon« is characterised by 
the fact that it »n’est pas une représentation, mais une véritable présence«; »Toute ›apparition‹ 
(Erscheinung) est ici une incarnation«233. Trees, springs, watercourses are not (just) natural 
	225	 Paus. 5, 17, 9; 6, 22, 2 (Perieres as son of Aiolos al-

ready Hes.  Fr.  10  [Merkelbach  – West 1967]); ac-
cording to another version (Sch. Theoc. 4, 29 – 30 b), 
a generation later, as son of Aphareus, son of Peri-
eres (Apollod. 3, 10, 3 – 4). Other versions are later: 
Phleg. FGrHist 257 Fr. 1 (cf. Sch. Pl. R. 465 d p. 230) 
mentions Peisos as one of the first founders of the 
Olympic Games, alongside Pelops and Heracles. Ac-
cording to Giangiulio 2009, 71 f. this version is re-
lated to the παλαιαὶ ἀποδείξεις, which the Pisatans 
compiled around 400  B.C. in order to justify their 
claims to the organisation of the games (cf. Kõiv 
2013). Oros  ›ethnica‹ apud EM  623,  16 f. (more in 
Giangiulio 2009, 69 n. 30) refers to Pisos as husband 
of Olympia, who is a daughter of Arkas. This is cer-
tainly a reflection of the alliance between Pisa and 
Arkadia around 364 B.C., cf. Giangiulio 2009, 69 and 

esp. 72 f. and, more recently and explicitly, Zingg 
2016, 245 f.

	226	 This has been more recently met with scepticism by 
Zingg 2016, 243 – ​245.

	227	 Polem. Hist. Fr. 121 = Sch.  Pi.  O.  1,  28  d; Sch. 
Theoc. 4, 29 – 30 b.

	228	 Gehrke 2005, 28 – 32.
	229	 Gehrke 2013.
	230	 Roy 2002.
	231	 For the events in the 4th  century see esp. Ruggeri 

2004, 197; Giangiulio 2009, 75 – 78; Kõiv 2013, 352 – ​
355.

	232	 Illuminating in this respect Vernant 2007, 1957 – ​1960 
(»La mythologie constitue, pour la pensée religieuse 
des Grecs, un des modes d’expression essentiels«, 
1957); so quoted by Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 109.

	233	 Merleau-Ponty 1945, 342 f.
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phenomena or emotionally and romantically perceived phenomena, but are independent 
living beings with numinous power. They can be virtually imagined as gods, demons, spir-
its, etc.234 From our etic perspective we have to re-enchant the scholarly disenchanted space 
in order to advance to an understanding of the landscape as a lifeworld235. Everything in it, 
not only the physical, but also the man-made, was »full of gods«236. The myths and stories in 
turn lead into this world, indeed forming a kind of royal road toward it237.

When examining this dimension of the landscape, one engages – as always in the per-
spective of religious history – with rituals. The attached explanations are usually covered in 
myths that the social agents themselves have found or passed on. We may therefore speak 
of a sacred-memorial topography. The sacral bond among these agents is reinforced by the 
fact that it is embodied in figures and stories that the participants relate to themselves. This 
orientation to sacral aspects of space has occasionally been the subject of research in the area 
around Olympia as well238. The relatively widespread concept of the lieux de mémoire has also 
been applied to Greek sanctuaries239. However, one must take the implications of mythical 
interpretation quite seriously. Unlike the modern understanding of memorial sites where 
museum-based, (historical-)political, ideological or propagandistic, in any case rather secu-
lar aspects predominate, we have to consider that in our case the memorial topography is 
deeply rooted in the religious sphere. In that sense, these places were also an integral part 
of experienced reality. Upon closer inspection, we are convinced that one can transcend the 
current state of research. We summarise our first impressions as far as they relate to the area 
under study. They illustrate how features of the physical geography of the Lower Alpheios 
Valley evoked mythical stories that were part of the ancient perception of the surrounding 
landscape, which we study under very different perspectives.

3.2.1 The Alpheios River and the Seers of Olympia

Regardless of the specific significance of the aforementioned location of the ford across the 
Alpheios, this river plays a special ritual and mythical role240. Because of the abundance 
and quality of its waters241, it stood out among the Greek rivers, »the loveliest among the 

	234	 This also makes possible, for instance, the geoar
chaeological-geomythological interpretation of the 
Acheloos-bull-man myth, see Vött et al. 2017.

	235	 Merleau-Ponty 1945, 345: »Comprendre le mythe 
n’est pas croire au mythe, et si tous les mythes sont 
vrais, c’est en tant qu’ils peuvent être replacés dans 
une phénoménologie de l’esprit qui indique leur 
fonction dans la prise de conscience et fonde fina-
lement leur sens propre sur leur sens pour le phi-
losophie.« – One is tempted to add in our case: for 
history. Incidentally, this does not mean that, in this 
understanding, space is purely imaginary. At the 
same time, it is always also effective in its tangible, 
physical and to this extent objective reality. Espe-
cially the interdependence of existing ambience and 
interpretation is characteristic (see Merleau-Ponty 
1945, 340 f. and see also Michaels 2006, 276 – ​278).

	236	 Thal. 11 A 22 [Diels – Kranz 1951], cf. esp. Schlesier 
2000, 144. On the aspects of religion and landscape 
in classical studies cf. recently also the edited vol-
umes of Olshausen  – Sauer 2009 and Käppel  – 
Pothou 2015; on Olympia see Eckerman 2013, 13.

	237	 »Telling a story is not like weaving a tapestry to 

cover up the world, it is rather a way of guiding the 
attention of listeners or readers into it« (Ingold 1993, 
153).

	238	 The important works of religious history by L. Weni-
ger remain a significant starting point; recently see 
esp. Sinn 1981; Sinn 2004, passim; Taita 2001; Taita 
2009; Moustaka 2002; Μουστάκα 2009/2010; Kõiv 
2013, 338 – ​349, cf. also the overview by Roy 2015b.

	239	 Cf. e.g. Haake – Jung 2011.
	240	 On the Alpheios cf. Wentzel 1894; Palagia 1981; Grif-

fith 2008; Eckerman 2013, 5 – 13  – Johannes Bern-
hardt (Mannheim – Karlsruhe) is preparing a study 
on the river and its mythistorical form. See also 
Gehrke, forthcoming (a slightly extended and differ-
ently focused version of the following observations).

	241	 Pausanias mentions (5, 7, 1) that its waters are »in 
abundance much [πλήθει πολύ] … and very sweet 
[ἥδιστον]«; in Bacchylides (3, 6 f.) it is called (very 
appropriately capturing its extension and current in 
one expression) »whirling wide« (εὐρυδίνας) and 
»tirelessly flowing« (ἀκαμαντορόας); on the qual-
ity and importance of the river see also the sources 
quoted in Taita 2013, 368 n. 110; 371 n. 128.
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rivers«242. At the central point of the cult in Olympia, on the ash altar itself, this water had 
a special meaning: On a fixed day of the year, about the end of March or early April, i.e. in 
the context of the spring equinox (the 19th Elaphion, sacred to Artemis243), the seers of the 
sanctuary mixed the ashes of the sacrificial animals kept in the prytaneion with water of the 
Alpheios and thus shaped the ash altar. The fact that they were the seers reminds us of the 
important role of the oracle that was directly attached to this altar and operated through 
burning (so-called fire oracle). Pausanias, to whom we owe this information, adds that for 
this reason the Alpheios was considered »of all the rivers the favourite of Olympian Zeus«244.

Over time, the connection between the Alpheios River and the power of divination was 
reinforced in a very distinctive narrative, as the sixth Olympic Ode of Pindar illustrates. This 
was composed for Hagesias of Syracuse on the occasion of his victory in the mule-cart race 
(472 or 468 B.C.)245. He belonged to the Olympic family of seers, the Iamids, who enjoyed 
particular prominence at the time. Pindar’s Ode refers to his progenitor, Iamos, grandson 
of Poseidon and son of Apollo, who as he reached adolescence, that is as an ephebe, »went 
down into the middle of the Alpheios« and called on his grandfather Poseidon and his fa-
ther Apollo at night (57 – 59). Apollo then brought him to »the steep rock of the lofty hill of 
Kronion« (64 f.) and gave him »the double treasure of the art of divination [μαντοσύνα]«. 
He could understand Apollo’s unerring voice and in the very moment Herakles found-
ed the games, he commanded him »to establish an oracle on the highest altar of Zeus« 
(70 f.). Thereafter, the family of the Iamids enjoyed the highest fame (»πολύκλειτον γένος«) 
among the Greeks.

Here again we meet the connection of the specific place with the competitions, but at the 
same time, the oracle is also anchored quite concretely in the centre of the sanctuary at the 
great altar. In ritual as well as in mythical respect, both are seamlessly connected to the Al-
pheios. A rather indirect, but still clearly recognisable relationship connects the Alpheios to 
the equally famous seer and healer (both qualities often come together) Melampous246, the 
son of Amythaon, grandson of Aiolos. The Klytiads, the other renowned family of seers of 
Elis and Olympia, traced their origins (via Amphiaraos and his son Alkmaion and grandson 
Klytios) back to Melampous. One could therefore plausibly identify figures in the eastern 
pediment of the Temple of Zeus with the ancestors of these seer dynasties, Iamos (left) and 
Klytios (right), as well as the paradigmatic seer Melampous247.

According to mythistory, Melampous (together with his brother Bias) is related to the 
area of Triphylia and Pisa before moving to Argos248: Near the sanctuary of the Anigriad 
nymphs at Samikon, Melampous purified the daughters of Proitos – which was thought 
to explain the smell around the sulphurous springs at the Lagoon of Kaiafa (which is still 
noticeable today)249. The springs were supposed to help against white rash (ἀλφός), as were 

	242	 D.P. 410.
	243	 Paus. 6,  20,  1; it was the ›spring month‹ with the 

equinoxes, cf. Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 258; Trümpy 
1997, 199 – ​201; on that vividly Weniger 1907, 96 f.

	244	 Paus. 5, 13, 11.
	245	 On Pi. O. 6, see now Adorjáni 2014, esp. 34 – 37 (on 

Hagesias, cf. also Luraghi 1997); 53 – 55 (on the date); 
78 f. 125. 233 f. 241 (on divination and the fire ora-
cle); 101. 222 (on the water and the Alpheios).

	246	 See already Hom.  Od.  11,  285 – ​297; 15,  225 – ​255. 
For more information, also for his family tree, see 
Maddoli et al. 1999, 304, cf. also Kõiv 2013, 340 with 
n. 170.

	247	 Fundamental Simon 1968, 157 – ​165, see now also 
Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 77, who proposes for the 

(right) bearded seer, whom Simon had identified as 
Melampous’ father Amythaon, the eponyms of Kly-
tios instead, which seems likely because of the paral-
lel to Iamos. The so-called adolescent seer (figure E) 
was identified as Melampous by Simon 1968, 161 f. 
(affirmative now also Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 79), who 
points his finger at his eponymous foot.

	248	 Str. 8, 6, 10.
	249	 Str. 8, 3, 19; Paus. 5, 5, 10.
	250	 Str.  8,  3,  19. The water of the Alpheios is also 

said to have been effective against epilepsy (Sch. 
Hom. Od. 3, 489). On the connection of the Alpheios 
with the root ›white‹ see Pilz 2020, 38 with further 
references (n. 274). – Another explanation goes back 
to Günther Neumann, who thought of an -es root 
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the waters of the Alpheios thus explaining the name of the river250. Melampous was said to 
have become the best seer after his encounter with Apollo at the Alpheios251.

The healing powers of the sulphurous waters in the sanctuary of the Anigriad nymphs 
remind us of a similar spring that was situated near the Pisatan village of Herakleia. This 
was the place of the Ionidian nymphs, who were also connected to the Alpheios. They were 
said to have offered violet wreaths to their namesake Ion, after he had taken a bath in the 
Alpheios. Perhaps this is the reason why the river received the learned name Iaon in Cal-
limachus’ Hymn to Zeus (22)252. And thus, one need not wonder at a folk custom that is 
documented at least for later times: During the Olympics, gifts were thrown into the river, 
who presented them to his beloved Arethusa as a bridal gift253.

3.2.2 Alpheios as personified deity

Alpheios, associated with the powers of healing and divination, was at the same time an im-
portant deity, a son of Okeanos and Thetys, to whom already Nestor had sacrificed a bull254. 
The phenomenon of nature or in our case landscape thus met the numinous-divine. For 
Iamos who had grown up on its riverbank, the Alpheios was evidently at the same time a 
kourotrophos, i.e. a deity protecting and promoting children255. Such divine beings remained 
part of nature, but could also be imagined as deities and appear as such, according to Greek 
concepts, in anthropomorphic guise, and thus as social agents such as for example mothers 
and fathers256. This is specific to the mythical-religious interpretation of the landscape. The 
divine could not only be experienced as a natural force, but also take shape as a person and 
therefore as a figure in a narrative and participant in an event. It could therefore also be 
imagined quite concretely as an actor in the landscape. It was a physical part of it, but also a 
part of its mythistory and at the same time a religious figure worshipped in a cult257.

and an adjective ἀλφείος derived from ἀλφήσιος. 
That would suggest the meaning ›profit‹ (the verb 
ἀλφάνω means ›yield‹), Alpheios would be thus the 
›profitable‹ (Weiß 1984, 227 n.  901). Furthermore, 
the root ἀλφι- in the sense of barley flour has also 
been considered (and the month Ἀλφιῶιος dated 
accordingly, see below with n.  276) (Minon 2007, 
vol. 1, 179); but all of this remains uncertain.

	251	 Apollod. 1, 9, 11.
	252	 On Ion, see Nic. Fr. 74 [Gow – Scholfield 1953] (apud 

Ath. 15, 683 a. b). For the connection with Iaon (as 
Arkadian river also in D.P. 416 [GGM II 128]) cf. the 
conjecture of K. Müller ad loc. This is supported by 
a literarily suggested etymology of Iamos, who ac-
cording to Pi. O. 6, 89 – 93 was exposed among vio-
lets after his birth.

	253	 Ach. Tat. 1, 18, 2; see also Nilsson 1906, 425. On the 
mythical explanation see below.

	254	 Hes.  Th.  338; Hom.  Il.  11,  728. In Euripides’ ›Iphi
genia in Aulis‹, Nestor’s ships have at the stern a 
sign (»σῆμα«) with the illustration of the ›neigh-
bouring‹ Alpheios with bull’s feet (273 – ​276).

	255	 Weiß 1984, 134; Griffith 2008, 5, this is further sup-
ported by the sacrifice of hair of Oinomaos’ son Leu-
kippos, see below; for this aspect see also Pilz 2020, 
141 with further references.

	256	 For the Alpheios as ancestor see Weiß 1984, 139 f.
	257	 For this polyvalent character, see Weiß 1984, 14 f. 

with reference to Nilsson 1955, 237, who speaks 
of the »Verbindung der Gottheit mit ihrem Natur-
substrat« (cf. also now Saloway 2017). In Ovid’s 
›Metamorphoses‹ (5, 586 – ​609), this forms the point 
of an erotically charged story: suffering in the heat, 
the nymph Arethusa gets rid of her clothes on the 
river banks of the Alpheios and bathes naked in the 
water. This arouses his sexual desire, he speaks to 
her in the murmur of the water. She flees, and he 
then pursues her in human form through Arkadia 
and Elis. – Alpheios was revered as a god in various 
places besides Olympia: »eine Art Trauerfest« for 
Alpheios took place in Elis (Wentzel 1894, 1632), 
during which the Eleans, in tears, symbolically es-
corted the Alpheios on its journey (Him. 12, 7 Col-
onna, this is about the pursuit of Artemis / ​Arethusa, 
see below). Alpheios also had a cult in Heraia (Plb. 
4,  77,  5;  4,  78,  2; St. Byz. s. v. Heraia); and the im-
age of the god represented the Alpheios in human 
form (Ael. VH 2, 33). A recently published Archaic 
cult calendar from Arkadia (we owe the reference 
to Oliver Pilz) mentions animal sacrifices (ram, pig-
let) for the Alpheios (Carbon – Clackson 2016, 122, 
lines 1. 4. 12; 125. 134). In Asea, wreaths were appar-
ently dedicated to the Alpheios (Str. 6, 2, 9). More on 
this (especially with reference to a dedication to Al-
pheios in a spring of the Sarandopotamos in Tegea) 
in Pilz 2020, 141.
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Accordingly, the east pediment of the Temple of Zeus of Olympia features the personi-
fication of the Alpheios. There he appears on the left side, clearly marked by his position 
in the south258. The artistic execution also emphasised its importance: »Der breite, durch 
die Ebene strömende Alpheios ist durch eine Gestalt charakterisiert, die ruhig daliegt, ihre 
ganze Körperbreite dem Betrachter darbietet und ihren rechten Arm entspannt auf der Hüfte 
ruhen lässt. Der Kopf ist bequem auf die Hand gestützt, die ganze Gestalt strahlt Gelassen-
heit und ruhige Fülle aus.«259 In general, the Alpheios is associated with Oinomaos and the 
chariot race. His son Leukippos allegedly did not shave his hair in honour of the god260. On 
a picture, which survives in the description of the sophist Philostratus261, Alpheios hands 
Pelops the olive wreath, the prize for the winner at Olympic Games. Accordingly, Alpheios 
appears on Roman sarcophagi together with Pelops262.

3.2.3 Alpheios and Artemis: mythical stories of the lower Alpheios Valley and beyond

In addition to the aforementioned ritual acts, Alpheios the god was at the centre of very 
specific stories, which in turn related to certain ritual acts and cult sites. They do not always 
testify to classic ›serenity‹. For the region around Olympia his love for Artemis appears 
particularly characteristic: Alpheios fell in love with the virgin goddess, according to Pau-
sanias263, but he could neither convince her by the power of persuasion (»πειθώ«) nor by 
wooing her to marry him and therefore tried to rape her. Thus he went to Letrinoi, where the 
goddess celebrated a nocturnal feast (»παννυχίς«) together with the nymphs of her entou-
rage. However, Artemis had already entertained suspicion and therefore smeared her own 
face and the faces of her companions with clay, so that Alpheios withdrew again without 
having achieved anything. The Letrinians therefore called the goddess Artemis Alpheiaia264.

Here we have an aition for the temple of Artemis Alpheiaia in Letrinoi and a nocturnal 
cult practised there by unmarried women, as well as a very strong indication of a close con-
nection of the aforementioned deities Artemis and Alpheios. In addition to Zeus, his mother 
and his wife in Olympia itself as well as the important river god, Artemis was a dominant 
deity throughout the region west and south of Olympia, very often associated with Aphro-
dite and the nymphs. Numerous groves and sanctuaries in the fertile and water-rich coun-
try were dedicated to them265. This included a grove of Artemis Alpheionia or Alpheiousa 
	258	 Paus. 5,  10,  7 with Weiß 1984, 126 – ​141; Kyrieleis 

2012/2013, 57.  63 (with further references). Paus. 
5,  24,  7 refers to a dedication of a statue in Olym-
pia by the Cherronesian Knidians representing Zeus 
flanked by Pelops and Alpheios, cf. Kahn 1970, 202; 
Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 66. Ael.  VH  2,  33 apparently 
also refers to this representation of Alpheios.

	259	 Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 63: »The wide Alpheios, flow-
ing through the plain, is characterised by a figure 
lying quietly, presenting his full body width to the 
observer and letting his right arm rest relaxed on 
his hip. The head is comfortably supported by the 
hand, the whole figure radiates serenity and calm 
fullness« (own translation) – For the Alpheios and 
the Kladeos on Elean coins of the Hadrianic period 
see Weiß 1984, 131 f.

	260	 Paus. 8, 20, 2 f.
	261	 Philostr. Im. 1, 17, 4.
	262	 Palagia 1981, 577 no. 10 – 12, see also Weiß 1984, 135 

and for the connection with Pelops (in Pindar) see 
Griffith 2008, 1 f.

	263	 Paus. 6, 22, 8 – 10.

	264	 According to Sch. Pi. N. 1, 3 and Sch. Pi. P. 2, 12 the 
epithet was Alpheioa or generally Potamia. To Cur-
tius 1852, 73 the story with the mud reflects episodes 
of flooding caused by the Alpheios. – For the παν-
νυχίς see Weniger 1907, 105; he considers a dance 
with the re-enactment of the attack of the Alpheios 
and his disappearance in the sea, with reference to 
Luc. Salt. 45, according to whom this was a particu-
larly good dancing motif, which is easy to imagine.

	265	 Str. 8, 3, 12; Sinn 2004, 87 – 89; Taita 2013, 383, cf. also 
the references in Maddoli et al. 1999, 364; Moustaka 
2002, 304; on the general connection of Artemis with 
river gods see Weiß 1984, 117; with further references 
219  n.  769. On the connection between topography 
and the cult of Artemis see Cole 2004, 175 – ​197 in 
particular: Although she does not elaborate on the 
cultic and narrative connection between Artemis and 
Alpheios, the elements she considers characteristic 
(meaning of the location in dangerous transitional 
zones, especially near the sea, the importance of water 
in general, inside and outside, centre and periphery, 
184 f. 191 – 197) can be observed here particularly well.
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at the mouth of the Alpheios. This sanctuary, which may be identified with that of Artemis 
Alpheiaia in Letrinoi, housed three famous images of the Corinthians Kleanthes and Are
gon depicting the conquest of Troy, the birth of Athena, and Artemis on a griffin. They ap-
parently belonged to the 7th century B.C.266.

An annual festival for Artemis Alpheionia / ​Alpheiousa took place in Olympia itself267. 
In addition, not only the Alpheios had an altar in Olympia, but there was also a common 
altar of Alpheios and Artemis, which could relate to the aforementioned story in Letrinoi 
and was included in the monthly sacrifices of the Eleans268. One can clearly see how the 
two deities, who were so important for the whole region, related to each other – even if the 
goddess had to keep her virgin status. One remembers the similarly imperfect connection 
between Hephaestus and Athena on the Athenian acropolis. Just as these two deities con-
nected to τέχνη and handicraft appeared side by side, those here stood for nature, a wild 
and dangerous nature. The cult was designed to soothe and appease it. At the same time, 
here too one may understand how the sacred shaping of the landscape and its attachment 
to mythical-religious figures can influence social cohesion and interaction269.

This applies not only to the links between the centre of Olympia and the surrounding 
micro-region, i.e. the lower reaches of the Alpheios with its estuary, but also to the spe-
cial connection with the comparatively important place of Letrinoi, which characteristically 
lay on the ›Sacred Road‹. The oldest evidence consists in a dedication »of the Letrinians« 
(Λεδρίνōν / ​Ledrínōn) to the Olympian Zeus, a bronze wine strainer, which is dated to the 
time between 525 and 475 B.C.270. The place, which Pausanias calls »πόλισμα« and of which 
only »few buildings« existed apart from the aforementioned temple of Artemis, certainly 
had its own tradition. It was considered the foundation of Letreus, son of Pelops, and ac-
cording to Lykophron (53 f. with scholion) the bones of Pelops were kept there (he speaks of 
Letrina)271. Letrinoi was friends with Elis »from the beginning«272. During the Spartan-Elean 
war, the place split from the Eleans and remained independent for a time; the events around 
402 – ​400 B.C. indicate that Letrinoi belonged to the Elean allies273.

	266	 Str. 8, 3, 12; Ath. 8, 346 b. c (with the bizarre clue that 
in the illustration of the birth of Athena Poseidon 
presents a tuna to Zeus ›in labour‹); on the dating 
of these works of art Taita 2013, 378 (with further 
references, on further cultic aspects with regard to 
Poseidon and Artemis Taita 2013, 383 – ​387); for the 
sanctuary and cult see also Weniger 1907, 103 – ​108 
(with partly speculative thoughts on the connection 
with the cult of Dionysus). Walbank 1957, 525 plau-
sibly connects this sanctuary with the Artemision 
mentioned by Plb. 4,  73,  4. Letrinoi is most likely 
to be located in the area of modern Pyrgos or Ag. 
Ioannis (see 2.3.3.1), and its territory should have 
reached, adjacent to Epitalion, to the mouth of the 
Alpheios. Therefore, one can consider the identifi-
cation of the temple of Alpheiaia (Paus. 6, 22, 8 – 10) 
with the sanctuary or grove of Artemis Alpheionia or 
Alpheiousa (see Maddoli et al. 1999, 374 and Ruggeri 
2004, 175 f.), if one relates Paus. 6, 22, 8 to the terri-
tory of Letrinoi (Partsch 1897, 6 argues against it, and 
also very decidedly Taita 2013, 379 f.). The different 
distance values are also problematic. Paus. 6, 22, 8 
indicates 120  stades from Olympia to Letrinoi, 
Str.  8,  3,  12 from the Alpheios estuary to Olympia 
80  stades. However, Taita 2013, 360 rejects the last 
statement with reference to the important observa-
tions of Partsch 1897, 6. 13 f. on ancient remains on 

the terrain ridge Katarachi southwest of Pyrgos (cf. 
also Sperling 1942, 85 no. 33 and see above 2.3.3.1).

	267	 Str. 8, 3, 12.
	268	 Herodor. FGrHist 31 Fr. 34 (Sch. Pi. O. 5, 10); Paus. 

5, 14, 6 (thereto Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 213 with 
Weniger 1907, 98 – ​101. 108 f.); Sch. Pi. N. 1, 3, cf. also 
Maddoli et  al. 1999, 376; Ruggeri 2004, 175 f.; Sinn 
2004, 175 f., who incidentally considers an annual 
procession between the Artemis Alpheiaia temple 
and Olympia (Sinn 1981, 41). At the mouth of the 
Kladeos in 1975 the mask of a river god was found, 
which one could associate with the Alpheios cult 
(Μουστάκα 2009/2010, cf. Pilz 2020, 139 f.).

	269	 On the connection between geography and politics 
in the artistic representation of river deities cf. Weiß 
1984, 21 – 25, for another example (Strymon) see 
Tiverios 1991, 133 – ​136. On the relationship between 
river and territory in general, see also Cole 2004, 29.

	270	 NIO 207, cf. Taita 2007, 47.
	271	 According to Lyc. 158 f. (with Sch.) Zeus sent Pelops 

to the area of the Letrinians, and nearby the chariot 
race with Oinomaos took place cf. Taita 2007, 139; 
generally for the young Pelops see Pache 2004, 
84 – 94).

	272	 Paus. 6, 22, 10.
	273	 X. HG 3, 2, 25; 3, 2, 30; 4, 2, 16; 6, 5, 2; cf. Gschnitzer 

1958, 12 – 14; Maddoli et al. 1999, 375.
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This case illustrates very well how this community connected not only to Olympia, but 
also related to Elis or was part of the connection between Elis and Olympia. In addition 
to the course of the ›Sacred Road‹, Artemis Alpheiaia again shows this particularly well: 
The Eleans had a cult for Artemis Elaphiaia, which was so important to them that an Elean 
month was named (Elaphion) after the epithet of the goddess274. They now associated this 
cult and its activities with that of Artemis Alpheiaia, so that it was also called Elaphiaia275. 
Both rituals thus merged, signifying a high degree of cultic, but also socio-political integra-
tion. Significantly, however, the Elean calendar also contained a month named Alphiōios, 
which refers to a corresponding cult276. The entanglement was thus reciprocal, and at this 
point one may comprehend very well the types of mechanisms with which the Eleans in-
ternally held together their complex union277. One is reminded of Axel Michaels’ comments 
quoted above (p. 165) on the links in sacred landscapes. At the same time, it should be noted 
that such connections were reinforced again and again, especially through ritual proces-
sions278.

However, the links reached even further, to the island of Sicily and to Syracuse, and its 
main spring on the Ortygia, the Arethusa. At the beginning of Pindar’s 1st Nemean Ode for 
Chromios of Syracuse, close follower and brother-in-law of Hieron of Syracuse, victor »with 
the horses«, 476 B.C.?) Ortygia is called a »venerable resting place« (ἄμπνευμα σεμνόν) of 
the Alpheios and »bed« (δέμνιον) of Artemis279, at the beginning of the 2nd Pythian Ode on 
Hieron himself, winner in the chariot race, 470/469 B.C. »seat« (ἕδος) of Artemis Potamia280. 
Apparently, in the centre of ancient Syracuse, and in relation with the important Arethusa 
spring, there was a temple of Artemis281. Moreover, in the same place we also find the Al-
pheios!

The scholia to the passages in Pindar offer the mythistorical explanation282, where the 
love story continues to develop: Alpheios has not unsuccessfully absconded in this version, 
but has pursued Artemis through the sea283, and the hunt ends only in Ortygia. Just at this 
point lies the spring of Arethusa. She is also imagined as a hunter and worshipper of Arte-
mis284 and apparently a surrogate of Artemis. At the same time, the waters of the Alpheios 
supplied the spring285 – something like a symbolic union of the lovers286.

	274	 Paus. 6, 20, 1; cf. above n. 243. By the way, besides 
the Alpheiaia and the Artemis Daphnia she also had 
an annual festival in Olympia, Str. 8, 3, 12.

	275	 Paus. 6, 22, 10.
	276	 Weniger 1907, 108; Trümpy 1997, 199 – ​201; Ruggeri 

2004, 174 f. with n. 556; Pilz 2020, 139, who considers 
the related cult to be »undoubtedly old«. Could it be 
related to the aforementioned mourning ritual?

	277	 A similar example may be Eurykyda, who was 
worshipped in a grove near Samikon in Triphylia 
(Str.  8,  3,  19), i.e. in the Elean territory of the sym-
machoi: Eurykyda was on the one hand imagined as 
the lover of Poseidon, who was the dominant deity 
at Samikon (Str. 8, 3, 13). At the same time, however, 
she was also considered to be the daughter of En
dymion (Paus. 5, 1, 4), who already relatively early 
occupied a central position in Elean mythology (see 
Gehrke 2005, 28 f. with further references, cf. also 
Kõiv 2013, 338 with n. 141).

	278	 Cf. above 1.2 and see generally Nilsson 1951; Graf 
1995; Graf 1996.

	279	 Pi. N. 1, 1 – 3.
	280	 Pi. P. 2, 7.

	281	 Likewise Sch. Pi. P. 2, 12; cf. also Diod. 5.3.5, where 
Artemis receives Ortygia as her share of Sicily, and 
for her sake the nymphs there create a spring. See 
also Ov. met. 5, 640 f.; on the 1st Nemean in this con-
text see also Griffith 2008, 3 f.; Morgan 2015, 384 f. 
For the important temple of Artemis on Ortygia 
(which one could connect with these passages), see 
Cic. Verr. 2, 2, 118 and cf. the overview in Mertens 
2006, 244 – ​247, with further references. On Pindar cf. 
Eckerman 2013, 8 – 13.

	282	 Sch. Pi. N. 1, 3; P. 2, 12.
	283	 The oldest version of the escape of Artemis from 

Alpheios appears in Telesilla of Argos (early 5th cen-
tury), Fr. 1 Page.

	284	 Ov. met. 5, 577 – ​579; Paus. 5, 7, 2.
	285	 Paus. 5, 7, 3; Sch. Pi. P. 2, 12. For the Syracusan tetra

drachms of Gelon illustrating a river god, which is 
most likely to be identified with Alpheios, see Mor-
gan 2015, 62 f. This also serves as further evidence 
for the old age of the story (see also Griffith 2008, 
3 – 6, and see below on Ibycus).

	286	 The very popular love story is then developed 
further, but related to Alpheios and Arethusa, 
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The story of the Alpheios, who crosses the sea and emerges in Syracuse, was widely 
known. The earliest reference can be found in Ibycus, i.e. already in the 6th century B.C., who 
mentioned a bowl originating from Olympia and appearing in the Arethusa spring, which 
proved that the water really was that of the Alpheios287. Strabo288, who quotes the beginning 
of the first Nemean and refers above all to Timaeus289, rejects the story as ψεῦδος. However, 
it was powerful290. It is obvious that it was not fictitiously created without reason. Rather, it 
dresses a particular issue in a mantle of sacred relations that are explained narratively.

Nautical experience may be behind the idea that one can reach Syracuse from the mouth 
of the Alpheios by a direct route across the sea291. This experience must have contributed 
to the already abstract perception of space which transcends the immediately visual and 
perceptible. Such a process takes place in the artistic-intellectual milieu, where social and 
religious experiences were exchanged and negotiated in the interplay between the poets 
and their audience, especially the elites.

That is why it still seems very plausible – despite some scepticism – that there was a 
direct relationship between Olympia, Elis and Syracuse292. The oracle for Archias, quoted 
by Pausanias293, is doubtful in respect of its authenticity294. But the reference to a Syracusan 
Iamid, Hagesandros, in Pindar’s 6th Olympic Ode (see above), could nevertheless be inter-
preted as an indication that there was a special relationship between Elis and Olympia on 
the one hand and Syracuse on the other295, possibly in connection with the founding of the 
colony, and that this was preserved in ritual-cultic form and mythical narrative. After all, 
Hagesandros is almost presented by Pindar as »co-founder [συνοικιστήρ] of the famous 
Syracuse«296.

in a story of metamorphosis. In Paus. 5,  7,  2 f. Al-
pheios and Arethusa are hunters; she did not want 
to marry him and escaped from him to the island 
of Ortygia. Eventually she turned into a spring, the 
Alpheios into a river. This is also suggested by a 
Delphic foundation oracle for Archias of Corinth, 
which mentions Ortygia, »where the mouth of the 
Alpheios pours out and mingles with the springs 
of the beautifully flowing Arethusa«. According to 
Ov. met. 5, 487 – ​501, 572 – ​641 (see above) Alpheios 
was already a river when the nymph and huntress 
Arethusa bathed naked in his waters, which aroused 
his lust and led to the long flight of Arethusa from 
him to Ortygia, where eventually the ›mingling‹ 
took place. Apparently even later, the story becomes 
›civilised‹: Alpheios becomes a decent bridegroom 
and approaches Arethusa with a »wreath from 
Olympia« (Stat. silv.  1,  2,  208; Nonn. D.  13,  344; 
37, 170; Anth. Pal. 9, 362, 1; Apoll. Sid., Carmina 9, 
101 – ​105) or a κότινος (Mosch. 7, 2), and he brings 
her leaves, flowers and »holy dust« as bridal gifts 
(Mosch. 7, 3, Nonn. D. 37, 173); this is evidently the 
background for the throwing of gifts into the Al-
pheios (Ach. Tat. 1, 18, 2); for the other versions see 
also Wentzel 1894, 1635.

	287	 Ibyc. Fr.  323 = Sch. Theoc. 1,  117 (p. 67 f. Wendel), 
with Str. 6, 2, 4; see also Braswell 1992, 32. 34; Mor-
gan 2015, 89 f.; Gehrke 2019; Pilz 2020, 140.

	288	 Str. 6, 2, 4.
	289	 Tim. FGrHist 566 Fr. 41. Jacoby has mentioned ad-

ditional versions in his commentary.

	290	 Maddoli  – Saladino 1995, 212 f. offer an excellent 
overview of the story and its implications (also with 
reference to comparable ›rivers below the sea‹); for 
the different versions on the whole see Wentzel 
1894, 1634.

	291	 See now Bilić 2009, who assumes concrete nautical 
practices behind the story. Stanhope 1824, 55 consid-
ered the idea that the whitish colouring of the river 
water was visible for a while in calm seas and con-
tributed to the formation of these stories.  – In this 
context it may be taken into account that according 
to ancient geographical conceptions the ›Sicilian 
Sea‹ encompassed a large part of the Peloponnese 
(Str. 2, 5, 20; D.P. 85, 100 – ​102; 85, 401 – ​402).

	292	 See the references and considerations in Maddoli – 
Saladino 1995, 213 and cf. Griffith 2008, 3 – 6; Mor-
gan 2015, 89 f.; for a more sceptical approach, see 
Luraghi 1997.

	293	 Paus. 5, 7, 3, cf. above.
	294	 Strabo also has other versions (6, 2, 4).
	295	 Cf. Weniger 1915, 68 f.; Hönle 1968, 68 – 76; Griffith 

2008, 4; Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 80 f.; Gehrke 2013, 48 
with n. 51. – Two fragments of kerykeia from Olym-
pia in the Museum of Arts and Crafts in Hamburg 
dated to the 2nd quarter of the 5th  century are epi-
graphically evident as public property of the Syra-
cusans (Hornbostel  – Hornbostel 1988). They may 
also reflect this special relationship, but may of 
course be explained differently.

	296	 Pi. O. 6, 8 f. Cf. also Sch. Pi. O. 6, 8 a.
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This indicates a further dimension of space around Olympia, which already leads be-
yond the closer (Pisa) and further (Elis) surroundings, into the Panhellenic orbit297. In other 
words, the connection between Olympia at the Alpheios to its mouth and Letrinoi, which 
we have already mentioned, extends with the further flow of the Alpheios (the departure, 
which Elean ritual commemorates) far into the distance. The mouth of the Alpheios, where 
there was, after all, a harbour (see above 1.2), becomes a symbolic ›gateway to the world‹.

3.2.4 The Kladeos and Enipeus Rivers

In the context of our region the two tributaries of the Alpheios, the Kladeos and the Enipeus, 
also deserve to be mentioned. At the northern end of the eastern pediment of the Temple 
of Zeus, the Kladeos is clearly related to the Alpheios (on the south side), and its represen-
tation stresses the sometimes torrential and ›unpredictable‹ character of the river »durch 
die schraubenförmige Bewegung des Körpers, die aktive und aufmerksame Haltung des 
Kopfes und die energisch vorwärtsdrängende Bewegung der Arme«298. In this context, Pau-
sanias mentions that the Eleans also worshipped the Kladeos most among the river gods 
after the Alpheios299. Near the Heraion he had an altar, incidentally also close to an altar of 
Artemis300. Immediately west of the Kladeos, opposite the gymnasium, the alleged grave of 
Oinomaos was located, and above (ὑπέρ) the remains of a wall were considered his horse 
stables 301.

Even more interesting is the Enipeus, which in turn leads us beyond the purely local 
context. In addition to the aforementioned overseas connection to Syracuse, the mythical 
figures, previously mentioned in connection with Alpheios and the Elean-Olympian seers, 
show clear links within the Peloponnese302: Pitane, the grandmother of Iamos, a daughter 
of Eurotas, points to Sparta. Her daughter Euadne, Iamos’ mother, grows up with Aipytos, 
a leading Arkadian mythical figure 303. The seer Melampous finally moves with his brother 
Bias to Argos, where they gain a share in ruling (see above). At the same time, heroic figures 
indicate connections with Messenia, but also beyond the Peloponnese, to Boeotia and Thes-
saly, the latter via Amythaon, son of Kretheus and grandson of Aiolos304.

This Thessalian connection is of great significance for Elis and Olympia in general, as as 
a variety of quite different elements illustrate, above all place names and important mythi-
cal narratives. The battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs in the west pediment of the Temple 

	297	 Another track leads to Kroton: The Iamid Kallias had 
served here first the Sybarites, then the Krotoniates, 
and his descendants still had possessions in Croton 
at the time of Herodotus (Hdt. 5, 44 f., cf. Kyrieleis 
2012/2013, 81 n. 70 with further references).

	298	 Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 63. Own translation: »through 
the helical movement of the body, the active and 
attentive posture of the head and the energetic for-
ward pushing movement of the arms«.

	299	 Paus. 5, 10, 7.
	300	 Paus. 5, 15, 7.
	301	 Paus. 6, 2, 3; the remains have been identified with 

older finds at Drouva (where earlier travellers had 
already reported remains, see e.g. Dodwell 1819, 
336; for the trenches of N. Yalouris, which are said to 
have contained much Mycenaean pottery, see Herr
mann 1987, 432, cf. Maddoli et al. 1999, 355), but this 
is purely hypothetical. Whether Oinomaos had a 

cult connected to his tomb is a matter of conjecture 
(loc. cit.). His grave may well have looked like the 
Pelopion (loc. cit.).

	302	 Cf. also Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 81.
	303	 Pi. O. 6, 46 – 61. Aipytos was the son of Elatos and 

grandson of Arkas, ruler of Arkadia (see esp. Paus. 
8, 4, 16 f.).

	304	 Rhian. FGrHist 265 Fr. 11 (= St. Byz. s. v. Amythao-
nia): »The Amythaonia was a part (μοῖρα) of Elis, 
named after Amythaon, the son of Kretheus«; Hom. 
Od. 11, 259 (Amythaon was a son of Tyro, daugh-
ter of Salmoneus); Diod.  4,  68,  4; 4,  68,  6 (from 
Aglaia he had the sons Melampous and Bias). He 
is to be found (in addition to his sons) also in Py-
los, Triphylia and the Pisatis (Str. 8, 6, 10, cf. 8, 3, 19 
and Paus. 5, 5, 10) and is also considered one of the 
founders of the Olympic Games (Paus.  5,  8,  2); he 
is related to the strongly Elean Endymion, who was 
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of Zeus expresses this in an emblematic manner305. There are the Lapiths in Thessaly and a 
Lapithos mountain in Triphylia, and Centaurs live in Thessaly as well as on the plateau of 
Pholoe in Elis (see above 1.3), and much more306. These include the river names, the impor-
tant Peneios, main river in Thessaly and in the ›hollow Elis‹, but also the Enipeus, which we 
meet in Thessaly and near Olympia, as a tributary of the Alpheios.

A special love story is also attached to him and features time-honoured mythical figures 
as protagonists. Already Homer testifies to its essential ingredients. When Odysseus comes 
into the underworld and shades of women cluster around him, he meets as »the first« Tyro, 
»offspring« (ἔκγονος) of Salmoneus and wife of Kretheus, son of Aiolos307. She loved the 
Enipeus, by far the most beautiful among the rivers, whom she visited often. Poseidon, who 
desired her, therefore took his shape, slept with her and then told her that she would give 
birth to two sons. So she gave birth to Pelias, who was at home in »wide Iolkos«, and Neleus, 
who lived in »sandy Pylos«308. She then had three other sons with Kretheus, namely Aison, 
Pheres and the »horse-fighter« Amythaon.

The story spread early, also in the context of the dramatic demise of her father Salmoneus, 
a famous evildoer, who had challenged Zeus and was plunged by him together with his 
house into Tartarus, except for Tyro, who loved the gods309. The question that interests us in 
the first place is the localisation of this story in space. Which Enipeus River is referred to? 
In the oldest texts, in Homer and Hesiod or the Ehoiai, this is not specified. Because of the 
importance of the two rivers – the Thessalian one is decidedly larger and particularly char-
acteristic for its area310 – but also because of the role of the descendants of Aiolos in the story, 
their connections with Thessaly311 and the proximity to Iolkos, one has to think of Thessaly.

However, there are versions according to which Tyro’s father, Salmoneus, moved from 
Thessaly to Elis and founded the city of Salmone next to or at (παρά with accusative) the 
Alpheios312. According to Strabo the place Salmone even lies at the eponymous source of the 
Enipeus and is now called Barnichios313. For the fact that Salmoneus had lived there, Stra-
bon refers to the »Aiolos« of Euripides (Fr. 14): Consequently, in Ephorus he is a king of the 
Epeians and Pisatans314. As a result, the Enipeus, with whom Tyro fell in love, is the Elean-
Pisatan one. It must, however, be doubted that this localisation of Salmoneus is original315. 
Apart from the aforementioned arguments for an original settlement in Thessaly, the par-

his cousin (Paus.  5,  8,  2, for Endymion’s stemma 
see Gehrke 2005, 30 with n.  41, and Endymion’s 
tomb was located in the stadium of Olympia near 
the starting-mark, where he enjoyed cultic worship, 
Paus. 5, 1, 5; 6, 20, 9 with Taita 2000, 183 f.); see also 
Kõiv 2013, 339 – ​341 and see below.

	305	 See now esp. Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 94 – ​108.
	306	 See esp. Yalouris 1996, 17 f.; Heiden 2003; Gehrke 

2005, 40 f.  n.  77; Simon 2006; Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 
96 f. – It remains to be considered how these massive 
(and also wide-ranging) similarities can be histori-
cally explained, see below.

	307	 Hom. Od. 11, 235 – ​237.
	308	 Hom. Od. 11, 238 – ​259.
	309	 Hes.  Fr.  10 [Merkelbach  – West 1967] (Sch. 

Pi.  P. 4,  235), esp.  30 (POxy. 2481 Fr.  1; 2484 Fr.  2; 
2485 Fr. 1 coll. I Lobel) (agrees with Homer, cf. also 
Apollod. 1, 9, 7; 1, 9, 10; Diod. 4, 68, 1 – 4; Str. 8, 3, 32; 
further information in Wagner 1905). Salmoneus see 
Kõiv 2013, 338 f., cf. also Simon 1994. A satyr play of 
Sophocles was about him (TGF IV Fr. 537 – ​541 [Radt 

1999]), apart from two tragedies titled ›Tyro‹ (TGF 
IV p. 463 – ​472 [Radt 1999]).

	310	 It has its source in several headstreams in the Othrys 
Mountains, then flows through the western Thes-
salian plain and meets the Peneios somewhere be-
tween Trikka and Larisa (Philippson 1905).

	311	 According to Apollod. 1, 7, 3 Aiolos, the progenitor, 
is located in Thessaly; cf. Kõiv 2013, 339.

	312	 Apollod. 1, 7, 3 and Diod. 4, 68, 1. However, accord-
ing to Apollodorus it was destroyed in the course 
of the punishment of Salmoneus. How does one ex-
plain its continued existence?

	313	 Str.  8,  3,  32. It is commonly identified with the 
modern Lestenitsa River, mainly because of its im-
portance. However, this creates topographical dif-
ficulties, see above 2.3.2.2. – The passage in Strabo 
probably goes back to Apollodorus, cf. Meyer 1950, 
1739 – ​1741.

	314	 FGrHist 70 Fr. 115.
	315	 Most recently again Kõiv 2013, 339 n. 156 with fur-

ther bibliography.



176 B. Eder – H.-J. Gehrke – E.-I. Kolia – F. Lang – L. Obrocki – A. Vött

tially contradictory line of the story in the later sources also argues against it: Both in Apol-
lodorus and Diodorus Salmoneus actually comes from Thessaly, from where he moved to 
Elis. Why should one locate him in Thessaly in the first place, if he originally belonged to 
the Alpheios region?

These authors also locate the story of his grandchildren Pelias and Neleus in Thessaly, 
as Neleus, after a conflict with his brother, who was based in Thessalian Iolkos, was forced 
to flee to Messenia, where he founded Pylos. Incidentally, he is said to have taken along 
his half-brother Amythaon and his sons Melampous and Bias, as well as other people from 
Achaea Phthiotis and Aiolians316. How do the children of Tyro come from Elis to Thessaly? 
The stories thus always make sense in Thessaly, but in their Elean surroundings they always 
refer to Thessaly. The movement regularly goes from Thessaly to Elis. All this argues in 
favour of the idea that the whole story was later relocated to the Alpheios area – certainly 
before the »Aiolos« of Euripides317. Apparently, the similarity of the names of the village 
Salmone (with Salmoneus) and the Enipeus318 played a relevant role. What is decisive, how-
ever, is that now the place, the area and the river gained a special nimbus through these 
mythistorical reminiscences and through the divine reference, and that relations with Thes-
saly, which was perceived in a certain way as a homeland, received a special profile. In any 
case, the status of the area around Salmone was thus greatly enhanced.

The question of what lies behind this transfer is unclear. If we choose to attempt to an-
swer this question, and assume that these Thessalian-Elean relations reflect the migration of 
bearers of Thessalian-Aeolian traditions, or think of a reflection of certain relationships that 
were thus clad in a specific mantle, we could make sense of this relationship by taking into 
account the Pisatans. The inhabitants of the surroundings of Olympia (Pisa, the Pisatans) 
tended to refer to Salmoneus as their own king, who was of course a particularly suspicious 
figure! He was at least able to lend more prominence to one of their most important rivers. 
Of course, one might equally consider the larger community, Elis and the Eleans. For exam-
ple, Amythaon, who plays a minor role in the stories outlined here, is in any case a ›migrant‹ 
and as such neither specifically associated with Pisa or Elis. He belongs to the Pisatis or 
Triphylia, but is also related to the rather Elean Endymion.

In summarising the Thessalian references in a general perspective, we offer another ex-
planation which, however, has to remain highly hypothetical. We present it here as a first 
suggestion, since the whole Thessalian-Elean or rather Thessalian-West-Peloponnesian con-
nection needs further study. This explanation has to do with the role Elis played during the 
games, but especially with their increasing Panhellenic character. We can certainly begin 
with the Enipeus River, which, as we saw, plays a significant role. Its sources in the Othrys 
Mountains are situated in the area of Achaea Phthiotis, which belonged to the Thessalian 
perioecic region319, and it takes its course mainly through the Thessalian Phthiotis, which 
has Pharsalos as its centre. In general, Thessaly, especially the east and the area around the 
Gulf of Pagasai, was an important area in Greek mythology320. This is certainly related to 
the important Mycenaean centre(s) in the area of Volos, which should be identified with 
the legendary Iolkos. There was, as we have seen, also the home of Pelias, son of Tyro and 
brother of Neleus. The Catalogue of the Ships in the Iliad mentions »Phthia« in addition to 
	316	 Diod. 4, 68, 4.
	317	 Cf. also Gehrke 2005, 42.
	318	 It is also conceivable that it only got this name be-

cause of the relocation of the story; after all, it was 
called differently in Strabo’s times (or those of his 
source).

	319	 Cf. Th. 8, 3, 1; Arist. Pol. 2, 9, 1269 b 6, and see now 
Bouchon – Helly 2015, 233.

	320	 According to Visser 1997, 644 the Spercheios Val-
ley and the area around the Gulf of Pagasai, i.e. the 
southeast of Thessaly, formed »mythologisch aus-
gesprochen prominente Gebiete«. On the connec-
tion between myth and landscape from a primarily 
Thessalian perspective, see now Aston 2017.
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»Hellas of the beautiful women«321. It belongs to the ›kingdom‹ of Achilles322 and was iden-
tified already by ancient authors with Pharsalos323. Thus the great hero controlled much of 
southern Thessaly.

The inhabitants are also called »Myrmidons, Hellenes and Achaeans«, according to 
the Catalogue of the Ships as well324. This is the key, as one immediately recognises a spe-
cial combination of groups of different quality. The Myrmidons are rather a legendary 
people with no visible connection to later ethne or poleis. With them, however, both an 
older (Achaean) and more recent (Hellenic) collective concept of the Greeks emerge, and,  
characteristically, Hellas was primarily located in the Phthiotis325. This region of Thessaly 
could therefore represent all Greeks or the whole of Greece. Although this ambivalence 
caused great confusion already in antiquity326, it has remained intact. In fact, very early and 
elemental events in Greek mythistory were located in Thessaly. Even Deucalion, the son 
of Prometheus and husband of Pyrrha, daughter of Epimetheus and Pandora, was ruler of 
Phthia. Together with his wife, he survived the Greek flood in a box. This affected most of 
Greece. The mountains of Thessaly had broken apart and all of Greece outside the Isthmus 
had been flooded. After their rescue, Deucalion and Pyrrha had a son, Hellen, the epony-
mous ancestor of the Greeks. This paradigmatic Greek figure belongs to Thessaly as well327.

If we are looking for an explanation for the Thessalian connections in the area of Elis and 
Olympia, then we should perhaps not primarily – as in the case of the well-documented 
and also for other reasons plausible Aetolian element328 – think of some kind of migration 
from (southern) Thessaly, but rather consider a transmission of Panhellenic elements. This, 
of course, is likely to be related to the development of the sanctuary. The local or regional 
elites and the singers and artists would have associated widespread or general Greek nar-
ratives and figures with their region, and thus give it a common Greek character beyond its 
micro-regional or certain supralocal framework and at the same time link it to old layers of 
myth. The ›Thessalian‹ would refer here to the ›Hellenic‹. The Panhellenic dimension would 
become tangible in the narratives of a micro-region: a kind of Greek ›glocalisation‹!

This may have played a role in the early connection with the Endymion saga (via 
Amythaon329). Moreover, the figure of Melampous could be mentioned in this context, who 
represents something like the exemplary Greek seer, who already has a clear profile in the 
Odyssey330 and appears there already attached to the area of Pylos. Via Amythaon he also 
points to Thessaly (see above), but he also appears as a ruler in Argos. At the same time, he 
is already genealogically embedded in Homer331 and associated with later seers. Therefore, 
a prominent mythical figure without any apparent local attachment was integrated into 
various regional mythistorical traditions and transformed into a native character, especially 
in the southwestern Peloponnese and around Olympia.

Naturally, we have to leave many issues unresolved. However, an equally Panhellenic 
figure could provide not only a parallel, but also offer a reference to a specific component 

	321	 Hom. Il. 2, 683.
	322	 Hom. Il.  1,  155, cf.  16. 594 – ​596, where Hellas and 

the Myrmidons are joined; see also Th. 1, 3, 3. Ac-
cordingly, Peleus is localised here, Stenger 2000. For 
the area of Achilles according to the Catalogue of the 
Ships and possible equivalences in historical times, 
see Stählin 1936, 78 f. Cf. now also Visser 1997, 649 – ​
655, for Hellas and Phthia (653 – ​655); generally see 
also Morgan 2003, 102 – ​105.

	323	 Stählin 1924, 135 f.
	324	 Hom. Il. 2, 684.
	325	 Th. 1, 3, 2; Heraclides Criticus 3, 2.
	326	 Cf. e.g. Heraclides Criticus 3,  1 – 8 (thereto Arenz 

2006, 162 – ​166. 223 – ​230); generally see esp. Hall 
2002, 125 – ​133.

	327	 The story follows Apollod. 1, 7, 3; cf. also Hes. Fr. 
2 – 4. 6 f. [Merkelbach – West 1967]; Hecat. FGrHist 1 
Fr. 14 (there also the reference to the Thessalian con-
nection of Deukalion’s offspring; further informa-
tion in Jacoby FGrHist ad loc.)

	328	 Gehrke 2005.
	329	 See above n. 304.
	330	 Hom. Od. 15, 225 – ​246.
	331	 Hom.  Od.  15,  240 – ​246; on his descendants see 

above.
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of the memorial space around Olympia, behind which one can at least hypothetically recog
nise a particular intention, namely a connection of the Panhellenic to the regional and local, 
ultimately Elean. The fact that this relation is less connected to the original local constella-
tion finds its expression in its sparse, or even absence of, ritual presence. It certainly has a 
›setting in life‹, but rather in the intentional history than in the sacrally grounded and ritu-
ally embodied understanding of space. When we return to Olympia and its surroundings, 
we begin to grasp the connection between the sacred and the memorial in the configuration 
of a complex founding activity as charter myth and its concrete local-ritual setting.

3.3 Oinomaos of Pisa, Hippodameia and Pelops

The observations and ideas of Helmut Kyrieleis, both archaeologically and historically 
sound, form an ideal starting point. Following his line of arguments, the Pelopion together 
with a cult of Pelops was set up only in the course of the restructuring of the sanctuary of 
Olympia by the Eleans in the 6th century B.C. A hero, who was not yet tied to a specific Greek 
region, an emphatically Panhellenic figure, who gradually obtained a strong Peloponnesian 
character332, was claimed now by Elis as a kind of ›state hero‹333.

This also invests the story that establishes and explains the rule of Pelops over Olym-
pia and its surroundings, the Pisatis, with a character of its own. The earliest traditions of 
Oinomaos and Hippodameia speak of the victims of Oinomaos, the dead suitors of Hippo-
dameia. The Ehoiai had apparently 13 names, the Great Ehoiai 16334. The names are not very 
characteristic335, especially not for the immediate area; in part, they point to Arkadia, Sparta 
and to Aetolia, the latter of which is important in view of the mythical origins of the Eleans.

After the restructuring of the sanctuary, the mythical events become more focused and 
reach their climax in the chariot race between Oinomaos and Pelops, as the eastern pedi-
ment of the Temple of Zeus demonstrates in a grandiose and expressive manner. The race 
is located in space, almost becoming anchored in the landscape: Pindar names the place 
metonymically »racetracks of Pelops« (δρόμοι Πέλοπος)336. Oinomaos is in a very specific 
way the king of this land, the king of Pisa. He lived there, kept his horses, founded cities, 
and, after his defeat, died there337.

Moreover, these events and their agents were ›inscribed‹ into Olympia and its closer 
surroundings in various ways. Their stories and destinies were related to certain points in 
the topography, which one could visit and where one performed cultic actions. This created 
a special memorial space, which also carried elements of a sacred space. It was particularly 
prominent in the immediate vicinity of Olympia, in Pisa. We cannot determine precisely 
when each of these marks were set. What is certain, however, is that they follow the special 
emphasis on the character and the cult of Pelops. So they do not represent older traditions 
(it is conceivable, however, that there were local traditions here and there). They cannot be 
taken as evidence of a solid, peculiar development of Pisa in early times, that is, in the time 

	332	 Th. 1, 9, 2.
	333	 For relics in Olympia associated with Pelops, see 

Paus. 5, 13, 4 – 6 (shoulder, cf. below); 6, 19, 6 (a knife 
with golden handle in the treasury of the Sicyoni-
ans, interpreted as sacrificial knife, see Maddoli  – 
Saladino 1995, 318, with further references; for the 
chronology loc.  cit. and Hartmann 2010, 80 n. 177, 
with further bibliography). For Pelops east of Olym-
pia see below; for Pelops in Letrinoi see above 3.2).

	334	 Hes. Fr.  259  a [Merkelbach  – West 1967] (Paus. 

6, 21, 10 f.; Sch. Pi. O. 1, 127 b); for the division be-
tween the two texts see Maddoli et al. 1999, 362 f.

	335	 Cf. already Paus. 6, 21, 10.
	336	 Pi. O. 1, 94 – 95. For the reasons given by Krummen 

1990, 166 f., we prefer to connect δρόμοι with Pelops; 
hyperbaton κλέος…Πέλοπος (93 – 95) is possible 
too (Gentili 2013, 383). In the end, the difference is 
not critical for our purposes.

	337	 For the horse stables and the tomb see above 3.2; for 
the foundation of Harpina see below.
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when Pisa allegedly hosted the Olympics before the Eleans. However, these traditions de-
scribe a peculiarity of the space around Olympia, that is to say the localities which, like the 
so-called oktapolis, can be associated with Pisa – a place that is included in the mythistorical-
sacral conception of the Eleans, which, however, gave the local dimension its own place.

In detail, the following lieux de mémoire can be pointed out in this memorial-sacral to-
pography: First, in the sanctuary itself the Pelopion as well as the tomb and the stables of 
Oinomaos were already mentioned. In addition, remnants of the house of Oinomaos were 
visible, which had been destroyed by a thunderbolt of Zeus, and next to its ruins an altar 
of Zeus Herkeios (protector of the house within the fence) and Zeus Keraunios, the »hurler 
of the thunderbolt« were situated. In addition, a wooden pillar of this house was allegedly 
preserved, framed by metal rings and covered by a canopy with four pillars, located on the 
route from the ash altar to the Temple of Zeus, approximately south of the Metroon and east 
of the Pelopion. Even by the time of Pausanias a bronze inscription bore witness to the house 
and the events338. Moreover, when a Roman senator erected a victory monument there, they 
found weapons, reins and kerbs during the excavation work for its base. Pausanias himself 
allegedly witnessed this339.

Furthermore, there was a sacred precinct of Hippodameia, the Hippodameion, an open 
sanctuary of about 30 × 30 m, which was located within the Altis at the entrance of the Pro-
cessional Road and was surrounded by an enclosure wall. Only women were permitted 
access once a year to make sacrifices in honour of the heroine and to perform ritual acts340. 
Hippodameia is also said to have set up the penteteric festival for Hera, the Heraia, in grati-
tude for her marriage to Pelops. The major Elean priestesses’ college of the Sixteen Women 
hosted this festival341. In the Temple of Hera Pausanias saw a couch which was considered 
a dedication of Hippodameia. She herself – she had been involved in the murder of a son 
of Pelops born to a nymph – allegedly fled to Midea and died there. However, on the basis 
of an oracle the Eleans retrieved her bones and buried them in Olympia342. In the Temple 
of Zeus itself, the barriers that sheltered the throne of Zeus had been painted by Panainos, 
probably a brother of Phidias343, and there, amongst others, Hippodameia was represented 
with her mother Sterope. The illustrations of both women in the eastern pediment of the 
Temple of Zeus should merely be mentioned in this context.

Significantly, at one end of the hippodrome, at the turning point of the Μeta associated 
with the finish of the race, was a bronze statue of Hippodameia, who was about to tie a 
band around the head of the victorious Pelops344. In the hippodrome, the legendary chariot 
race for the hand of Hippodameia and the rule of Olympia and its surroundings could sym-

	338	 According to philological arguments, the text be-
longs to the Hellenistic period, Hartmann 2010, 158 
n. 675.

	339	 Paus. 5, 14, 7; 5, 20, 6 – 9; for the location Maddoli – 
Saladino 1995, 307 and cf. esp. Brulotte 1994. The 
Roman senator is identified with L.  Minicius Na-
talis Quadronius Verus, who won the chariot race 
in A.D. 129 (IvO 236) and after his proconsulate in 
Africa (A.D. 153) had the statue built (Gurlitt 1890, 
421  n.  37; Habicht 1985, 183 – ​185, Maddoli  – Sala-
dino 1995, 308)  – a (not undisputed) identification 
important for the dating of Pausanias’ stay in Olym-
pia (see Maddoli – Saladino 1995, pp. XXIII – ​XXV).

	340	 Paus. 6, 20, 7; on the localisation cf. Mallwitz 1972, 
245; Maddoli et al. 1999, 338. For the entrance gate 
in the Processional Road see above 1.2; for the cult 
cf. Maddoli et al. 1999, 335 f. with further references.

	341	 Paus. 5, 16, 2 – 4, cf. 6, 24, 10 and Maddoli – Saladi-
no 1995, 284 with further references; on the Sixteen 
Women of Elis cf. also 1.2.

	342	 Paus. 6, 20, 7; for other versions and a possible date 
for the transfer of the bones (McCauley 1997/1998) 
see Maddoli et al. 1999, 338 f.; cf. now also Neri 2010, 
141 – ​146.

	343	 On Panainos cf. Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 241. Inci-
dentally, he had painted the picture of the Battle of 
Marathon in the Stoa Poikile in Athens.

	344	 Paus. 6, 20, 19; it is also mentioned in the Byzantine 
metrological text that gives the dimensions of the 
hippodrome, on that Maddoli et al. 1999, 345 f. (with 
further bibliography); for a translation see Sinn 
2004, 136. The place lay apparently west of the Meta, 
opposite the Taraxippos (see below).
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bolically be repeated every four years during the games. That is why this race was always 
present in the hippodrome:

Near a passageway through one of the earthen banks that framed the hippodrome, prob-
ably at the eastern end of the Μeta, there was an altar of Taraxippos (»horse disturber«), a 
hero who disturbed the course of the horses and thus personified one of the great dangers 
of the chariot race, the accident in the hot phase of the competition. Here the charioteers 
sacrificed to appease the hero and thus to ward off the danger. Pausanias lists various ex-
planations and derivations explaining the character of the hero, some of which are related to 
the famous chariot race. Thus it may have been a cenotaph of Oinomaos’ charioteer Myrtilos 
built by Pelops. According to an old and popular version he had supported Pelops through 
deceit by removing the linchpins from the chariot of his master or replacing them with wax. 
However, the victor had him thrown into the sea, and Myrtilos was said to have uttered a 
curse. Other versions relate Taraxippos directly to Oinomaos and his victims, the suitors of 
Hippodameia345. Of course, in this context one is reminded once again of the scenes in the 
east pediment of the Temple of Zeus. In this form, the sanctuary was literally overflowing 
with memories, which at the same time could be celebrated in the cult and ritually revived 
in various forms of religious re-enactment.

The same was hardly less true for the surrounding area. Let us start with the places at-
tributed to Pisa or the Pisatis, first of all the ones belonging to the oktapolis: Harpina, located 
about 20 stades to the east of Olympia346, conspicuously stands out: Oinomaos is said to 
have founded the city and named it after his mother347. For Ares had begotten him in Pisa 
with Harpina348, a daughter of Asopos, the river god of Phlious349. A little further east was 
the Parthenias River, named after Parthenia, one of Marmax’s two horses (the other named 
Eripha), which was buried there. Marmax had been the first suitor killed by Oinomaos350. 
West of Harpina in the direction of Olympia even the tomb of the suitors was evident, »a 
high mound«351. The suitors had been only hastily buried by Oinomaos352. Only later did 
Pelops have a sanctuary erected in honour of them and as a favour to Hippodameia, and 
annual sacrifices were offered to the dead353.

	345	 Paus. 6, 20, 15 – 19; for the localisation Maddoli et al. 
1999, 346. For Myrtilos see Heinze 2000; for his fall 
into the sea between the Alpheios estuary and the 
port of the Eleans see Paus. 8, 14, 12 (cf. also Taita 
2013, 351). On the connection between Pelops, the 
hippodrome and the Alpheios (at least in Pindar) 
see Griffith 2008, 1 f.

	346	 Luc. Peregr. 35; it is probably to be found near the 
church of Panagia (as indicated on the maps of Cur-
tius – Adler 1882, sheets 2 and 3), for more see above 
2.3.3.2.

	347	 Paus. 6, 21, 8.
	348	 Diod. 4, 73, 1; for Harpina as daughter of Asopos see 

also Paus. 5, 22, 6, who characteristically features in 
a dedication of the Phliasians in Olympia (Asopos 
and his daughters), cf. also Kyrieleis 2012/2013, 114; 
according to Diod. 4, 73, 3, there was even a racing 
track from Pisa to the altar of Poseidon at the Isthmus 
of Corinth (does this reflect a connection between 
the Olympic and Isthmian Games?); for further rela-
tions of Oinomaos to the northeastern Peloponnese, 
especially to Argos, see Maddoli et al. 1999, 361. Ac-
cording to Paus. 5, 1, 6 the father of Oinomaos was, 
in one version, Alxion; but according to Maddoli – 
Saladino 1995, 186 this is to be interpreted as an 
epithet (from ἀλκή) of Ares; the same is likely to be 
valid for Hyperochos who is mentioned in Tzetzes, 

Sch. in Lyc. 219 (Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 186); for 
other mothers of Oinomaos see Fiehn 1937.

	349	 Maddoli et al. 1999, 361.
	350	 Paus. 6, 21, 7; for the river and the topography see 

above 2.3.3.2 on Harpina. For Marmax see also the 
further references in Maddoli t al. 1999, 363.

	351	 Paus. 6,  21,  9. »Not far« (οὐ πολύ) from Harpina: 
The older maps in Curtius – Adler 1882 (see above) 
locate the mound southeast of Miraka; but this is far 
from certain. One could also imagine a position fur-
ther to the west in the area of Frangonisi and the hill 
connected to Pisa (see Παπαχατζής 1979, 384 with 
reference to Dörpfeld 1908, 192) (see above 2.1.2.1); 
because Harpina can be placed farther west than is 
usually the case. In any case, our on-site investiga-
tions have documented Hellenistic and possibly Ro-
man remains there (see 2.1.2.1).

	352	 Paus. 6, 21, 9; according to others he had dismem-
bered them and nailed their heads to his house (S. 
TGF IV Fr. 473 [Radt 1999]; Ps.-Apollod. Epit. 2, 5).

	353	 Paus. 6, 21, 9; 6, 21, 11. Philostr.  Im. 1, 17, 4 refers 
to a representation of the chariot race between 
Oinomaos (who, incidentally, is called Arkadian in 
17, 1) and Pelops, where Alpheios leapt from his wa-
ters and presented Pelops with a wreath of the wild 
olive tree as a prize and sign of victory. This hap-
pened near the »tombs at the racetrack«, where the 
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Nearby, there were two other significant places of worship and memory: the sanctu-
ary of Artemis Kordaka lay only one stade from the so-called Hill of the Suitors to the 
west. Here, as the aetiological explanation has it, the victory of Pelops was celebrated, with 
the Kordax dance, which was said to be customary in his home country in Asia Minor, on 
Mount Sipylos (»ἐπιχώριος«)354. In this case the small space, which was specifically con-
strued and designed, was again related to a broader framework and connected with the 
immigration of the hero. At the same time, his death was also remembered in the immediate 
vicinity, because not far (»οὐ πόρρω«) from this sanctuary was a large house with a bronze 
box (»κιβωτός χαλκή«) containing the bones of Pelops355.

Taking everything into consideration, one can observe the clear marking of the area 
with memorial and cultic sites in a zone merely 3000 – ​4000 m east of the sanctuary. Even 
just in the vicinity of the Tombs of the Suitors, we have the impression of a certain ›burial 
landscape‹, where significant concentrations of burials can be pointed out, even down to 
Roman times, if one considers the important Roman cemetery near Frangonisi (see above 
2.1.2.1)356. Therefore, it is perhaps no coincidence that after the games of 165 the notorious 
cynic Peregrinus Proteus committed suicide in this area, in Harpina, as he had already an-
nounced at the Olympics of A.D. 161. One could envisage beforehand that this would be-
come a new memorial place of numinous events – which in this case was also staged as 
such357. The landscape, with its corresponding connotation, already endowed with memo-
ries of this kind, could be considered a particularly suitable setting for theatrical suicide. 
This would indicate that this area was mythically, numinously charged.

In this context, one may also think of the shrine of Demeter Chamyne a short distance 
away near the eastern end of the hippodrome, which has recently been excavated358. The 
cult, whose priestess held a prominent position in Olympia, had a decidedly chthonic char-
acter. The aetiological explanation (the verb χάνειν, gape, is connected with the epithet of 
the goddess) has it that here the earth had opened up for the chariot team of Hades and 
closed again359.

suitors, thirteen in number, were buried. This may 
refer to the same place, because the aforementioned 
hippodrome does not necessarily refer in a technical 
sense to the structure built in Olympia, but to the 
site of the race itself. Incidentally, the distance be-
tween the mound of the suitors and the hippodrome 
was not very great.

	354	 Paus. 6,  22,  1; for the dance see Warnecke 1922; 
Calame 1977, 297 – ​304; for the cult see also Weni-
ger 1907, 112 f. In his description of the Pelopion in 
Olympia Pausanias (5,  13,  7) mentions that Pelops 
had a throne on the summit of the Sipylos moun-
tain and that on the occasion of his marriage with 
Hippodameia he founded a sanctuary of the Mater 
Plastene there (on this and the situation there, and 
at the same time on the meaning of this information 
for the biography of Pausanias see the references in 
Maddoli – Saladino 1995, 256).

	355	 Paus. 6, 22, 1; for the bones of Pelops in Letrinoi see 
above 2.3.3.1 (Lyc. 53 f. with Sch.); that such ›relics‹ 
could be multiplied (if one does not want to dismiss 
Lykophron as learned speculation, though this is not 
easy, especially after Hornblower 2015), should not 
be surprising. In one case, it concerns the direct ties 
to Olympia, in the other the connection between Elis 
and Letrinoi. Then there is the complex story of the 
artificial shoulder of Pelops (see Paus. 5, 13, 4 – 6; cf. 
Neri 2010, 100 – ​116 and Gehrke 2013, 47 f. n. 48, with 

further references). According to Plin. HN 28, 34 it 
should have been in Elis, but that obviously stands 
for Olympia, for Paus. 5, 13, 4 – 6 speaks of it in con-
nection with the Pelopion in Olympia (even though 
nothing was to be seen of it in his time, Paus. 5, 13, 
6). The stories about this shoulder point to the old 
Panhellenic meaning of Pelops (here for the Trojan 
War), but also to other relationships (between Elis 
and Eretria).

	356	 Fittingly, in this area Roman finds stand out particu-
larly.

	357	 Luc. Peregr. 28 – 39 with Hartmann 2010, 400 f. – Gell 
1817, 36 saw east of the crossing of the stream west 
of Miraka »a spot where are several ancient sepul-
chres«, likewise Dodwell 1819, 336 (both travelled 
together here, Dodwell 1819, 308). The scholars of 
the Expédition de Morée note Turkish tombs in the 
area of the so-called Pisa hill.

	358	 Liangouras 2012.
	359	 Paus. 6, 21, 1. In addition, there was (loc. cit.) an ex-

planation that was anchored in the mythistory of 
Elis and Pisa (but recognisably represents a late and 
anachronistic construction and was developed from 
the epithet of the goddess): The tyrannical ruler Pan-
taleon of Pisa killed his opponent Chamynos, who 
opposed his apostasy from Elis, and from his for-
tune donated the temple. – For the priestess and the 
cult cf. Paus. 6, 20, 9; Sinn 2004, 91 – 93.
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It is important to note that Pausanias360 in connection with Pelops’ ossuary points to the 
absence of walls and remains that one would have to assume for an urban settlement of 
Pisa: but there were only vineyards (ἄμπελοι). However, this is exactly what reflects the 
particular character of this landscape, which is determined by agricultural use and scattered 
settlement. Polis centres did not shape this specific character, but rather sacred places and 
memories of mythical-numinous events did.

Three other places that are explicitly attested as part of the Pisatan oktapolis also provide 
interesting insights. They transcend the major theme of the chariot race and offer other 
mythological and cultic references. We have already mentioned Salmone with its legend-
ary founder Salmoneus and his daughter Tyro and the transplantation of the related stories 
from the Thessalian mythological cycle (above 3.2). And just as the river (god) Enipeus, who 
featured prominently in these stories, was linked as a tributary to the Alpheios, the Pisatan 
Herakleia is also connected with it, through the Ionidian nymphs and their gifts of violet 
wreaths to Ion (see above 3.2).

A mythical genealogy indicates an interesting relationship between Herakleia and 
Alasyaion, which probably also belonged to the oktapolis: Ion, the son of Gargettos, who ac-
tually belonged to Athens and went from there to Elis361, appears in connection with one ver-
sion of the origin of Alesios, the eponym of Alasyaia362. Alesios figures here also as a son of 
Gargettos and a companion of Pelops. Ion of Herakleia, the namesake of the local Ionidian 
nymphs, and Alesios, the eponymous hero of Alasyaion, were thus brothers.

For Kikysion, the largest place in the oktapolis363, we are forced to make assumptions. 
After all, a relationship can be established with the hero Amythaon, the son of Tyro and the 
Aeolid Kretheus, the father of Melampous and Bias (see above), and thus with the region of 
Amythaonia364. Hipponax has a Kikon, who appears as son of Amythaon365. He could thus 
have featured as the eponym of Kikysion. Apart from the fact that this reasoning is already 
hypothetical, one must certainly consider that the information on the father is not based on 
Hipponax himself, but relies entirely on the late-antiquity lexicographer Hesychius366, and 
may thus represent a later variant.

Two places commonly counted among the ›Eight Cities‹367 are again associated with the 
Oinomaos-Pelops constellation: Alesios, the namesake of Alasyaion, is regarded, as we have 
seen, as either the son of Skillous and suitor of Hippodameia or the son of the Athenian Gar-
gettos and companion of Pelops368. The eponym of Dyspontion, Dysponteus or Dyspontios 
appears – transparently enough – as the son of Oinomaos369 or Pelops370.

We have already seen (cf. above 3.2) that the Amythaonia was considered »part of Elis«, 
which was named after Amythaon, son of Kretheus. The region of origin of his sons, Melam
pous and Bias, is explicitly referred to as »Pisatis and Triphylia« by Strabo371, and one could 

	360	 Paus. 6, 22, 1.
	361	 Paus. 6, 22, 7.
	362	 St. Byz. s. v. Alesion; the other version recognises 

him as a suitor of Hippodameia and son of Skillous; 
but he does not appear in the lists of suitors (Hes. 
Fr. 259 [Merkelbach – West 1967]; Paus. 6, 21, 10 f.). 
However, a connection to Triphylian Skillous 
should not be dismissed, consequently we are prob-
ably dealing with competing variants.

	363	 Str. 8, 3, 31.
	364	 Roy 2002, 236 with n. 22 brings the following con-

nection as one possibility into play.
	365	 Hippon. Fr. 4, possibly 4a [West 1971].
	366	 s. v. Kikon; from this Friedrich Wilhelm Schneide-

win ingeniously deduced the Hipponax fragment 4a 

(because of the second part of a choliambic verse) 
and joined with Fr. 4 (where Hipponax is explicitly 
cited by Tzetzes).

	367	 Cf. Roy 2002, 233 – ​237; Meyer 1950 cautiously limits 
his suggestions to two more places, Alasyaion and 
Dyspontion, which, significantly, are also related 
to Oinomaos and Pelops. Roy’s other candidates 
(236 f.), Lenos (Phleg. FGrHist  257  Fr.  7, St.  Byz. 
s. v.; see Roy 2004, 499) and Pharaia (Plb. 4,  77,  5; 
Str. 8, 3, 32) provide nothing mythistorical at all.

	368	 Cf. also Toepffer 1893.
	369	 Paus. 6, 22, 4.
	370	 St. Byz., s. v. Dyspontion.
	371	 Str. 8, 6, 10.
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identify it with the small region Amythaonia. However, one would expect it rather in the 
area of Pisa, because Amythaon was considered one of the first organisers of the Olympic 
Games and a relative of Endymion372. Melampous on the other hand was, as we have seen, 
the progenitor of the family of seers of the Klytiads; as such he was in all likelihood repre-
sented in the eastern pediment of the Temple of Zeus. The sacral and mythological relations 
are therefore particularly pronounced in the area immediately surrounding Olympia that 
can be identified to a large degree with Pisa.

From Istros’ Eliaka, a place named Phaisana has been inferred in Pisa373. This would have 
been located near the Alpheios, have been connected with the Arkadian Aipytos and thus 
related to the aforementioned Iamos, the progenitor of the Iamids. However, the identifica-
tion and localisation of the place remains unclear. The affiliation of Phrixa, with which Phai-
sana has been associated, is also uncertain: the city, located near the knee of the Alpheios at 
Mouria, about 9 km east of Olympia, probably belonged to Triphylia for most of the time374. 
It also has a very different mythological profile from that of Elis and Pisa: originally, it was 
said to be Minyan, and its eponym is the famous Phrixos, who is associated with the story 
of the Golden Fleece375. However, even here we find a reference to the chariot race in Pisa: 
at the temple of Athena Kydonia in Phrixa Pelops is said to have sacrificed to the goddess 
before the race against Oinomaos376.

Let us summarise our reflections on the conception of sacred and memorial space. They 
related to the religious-cultic formation of social interaction and organisation around the 
sanctuary of Olympia itself. This pertains to the immediate vicinity as well as to the emerg-
ing ethnic-political and at the same time cultic unity of Elis that appear to have been estab-
lished from the 6th century B.C. onward (3.1). In addition, the landscape and the correspond-
ing practice of communication were perceived and interpreted as a divinely interwoven and 
mythical space (3.2), where the major event of the chariot race of Oinomaos and Pelops was 
firmly inscribed, especially in Olympia and Pisa (3.3).

The stories that recount the various phenomena and interpretations seem complicated 
to us – especially in their mostly fragmentary tradition – and appear difficult to understand. 
However, one has always to remember that for the ancient contemporaries they described 
parts of their lives, even a particularly important, indeed the most important part: It was 
about the worship of the gods, the exploration of their will, images pertaining to their lives 
and their interventions. Equally important was their connection with demigods and hu-
mans: later generations thus considered themselves related to them, as relatives and de-
scendants, and grouped themselves accordingly.

As inaccessible and unclear as all these narratives, versions and variants may seem to us, 
they imply a vital world of gods and men, a mythical-sacral space as a separate reality and 
at the same time as part of the experienced reality of the historical agents and thus indis-
solubly connected377. Last but not least, social relationships existed in this complex space, 
primarily in a mythical-ritual way, within and between communities, in close proximity as 

	372	 Paus. 5, 8, 2.
	373	 FGrHist 334 Fr. 41 (Sch. Pi. O. 6, 55 a). However, the 

place has also been identified with Phrixa (Roy 2000, 
153 n. 24, with the pertinent bibliography) or local-
ised in Phrixa (Meyer 1950, 1743).

	374	 Nielsen 1997, 131 f.; for the location at the hill 
Palaiophanaro see Pritchett 1989, 70 f.

	375	 Hdt. 4, 148; 7, 197; Pl. Min. 315 c; Apollod. 1, 7, 2 f.; 
1, 9, 1 f.; Paus. 9, 24, 1; 9, 34, 5; Sch. A. R. 2, 513, cf. 
also Kõiv 2013, 342 with n. 182.

	376	 Paus. 6, 21, 6; for a possible pictorial representation 
see Maddoli et. al. 1999, 360.

	377	 Plb. 4, 73, 9 – 4; 4, 74, 8 also points to the sacral char-
acter of life and landscape in Elis – even if the asylia 
mentioned there did not formally exist (thus Wal-
bank 1957, 526 with further references). Ernst Cur-
tius had already seen that the numerous shrines »der 
ganzen Landschaft [this refers to the region of the 
lower reaches of the Alpheios] einen gottesdienst
lichen Charakter gaben« (Curtius 1852, 7).
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well as in the framework of an overarching entity, in Pisa and above all in Elis. Internally, 
everything was interrelated, and externally there existed an intense network of connections: 
community was endowed and affirmed in multiple ways, especially through the cohesion 
of firmly believed myth and strictly practised ritual. The point where everything crystal-
lised was the sanctuary of Olympia: the awe-inspiring place at the ford, the hill, the plain, 
the monument where a sacred place was marked and ›performed‹. This was the centre of a 
truly sacred landscape.
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