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Just when you thought that you knew everything there was to know about the 

Olympics in jolly old England, and because I used to teach a course on the 

same Olympics, I will now proceed to enrich your viewing pleasure, 

particularly those seniors who are looking at all of the incredibly fit bodies 

gathered together in London who are thinking back to those extremely 

painful days of gym class in high school when the phys ed teacher forced the 

entire class to perform hand-springs and head-springs and routines on the 

rings and high bar and pummel horse, and everyone, including the gym 

teacher walked around with large bruises and sore limbs.  

 

Honestly now, do you think those beach-volleyball types are scantily clad? 

Well, I have news for you.  In the original Games, all of the ancient sportsmen (all men) ran, 

wrestled, and fought each other naked. That’s right, there was nowhere to hide? So if you 

unfortunately looked like Toronto’s mayor Rob Ford, well, what you saw was what you got. 

(Revolutionary idea and important note to self: suggest for the next election that the Municipal 

Act be radically changed to force all members of council to appear naked at each council 

meeting, therefore adopting a policy of strict “transparency.”)  

 

In fact, those Greeks liked to do lots of things au naturel; for example, they attended parties 

called “sympsia,” and they exercised without any clothes on. The original symposium was a nude 

male drinking party. The word gymnasium comes from the Greek word gymos, which means 

"naked." If you visit any good museum like the ROM, you will see the athletes depicted on 

pottery, and guess what? No clothes. 

 

Why naked? To appreciate and celebrate the male physique, and also as a tribute to the gods. 

They even anointed themselves with olive oil to enhance their looks! In the sixth century, well 

before ABC, CBS and NBC, there was a feeble attempt to make athletes wear loincloths, but this 

was so unpopular, nudity regained its status as most fashionable in athletics.  

 

Matters did not get cleaned up for a long time. The Romans, who conquered Greece, viewed the 

Olympics as a pagan festival, even though they knew how to party themselves. So, in AD 393, 

Roman Emperor Theodosius I banned the Ancient Olympics in part to institute Christianity as 

the state religion. The Olympics was no more until revived 1,500 years later in 1896. 

 

When you watch the modern Olympics, you will observe swimmers winning by fractions of a 

second and gymnasts besting others by tiny accumulated point differences. Jerry Seinfeld, the 

comedian, likes to poke fun of this intensity. For a silver medal winner, he says, “Like, 

congratulations, you almost won. Of all the losers, you’re the number one loser. No one lost 

ahead of you.'” Nasty, eh! 

 

The very first recorded Ancient Olympic Games took place in 776 BC. The event was a stadion 

race (a foot race equivalent to a 190 m or 208-yard dash). The winner was a humble baker from 

the Greek city state of Elis named Coroebus. Imagine that, a chef won the first event! For the 

first 13 games, the stadion race was the only competition involved. Hard to believe there was no 

beach volleyball.  

 

The prize for the winner was a simple. There were no medals or trips to 

Disneyland. They did return home as heroes, where they were showered 

with more substantive gifts such as a nice piece of pottery. Would you 

believe that even then, many winners used their fame to endorse products 

and to get paid for posing for sculptures and drawings! Alas, the biggest 

difference between then and now might not involve clothes at all but rather 

the issue of peace. One of the purposes of the Ancient Olympics was to ensure no fighting during 



this period, not an easy task for Sparta whose sons were born to fight. In that light, it’s hard to 

watch the daily news coverage of Syria with all of the atrocities, and still take pleasure in the 

modern Olympics.  


