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Opening day of the ancient Greek games was a spectacle to behold, a celebration of the vigor and supercharged competitiveness that infused the creative spirit of one of antiquity's most transforming civilizations.

People by the thousands from every corner of the land swarmed the sacred grounds, where altars and columned temples stood in homage to their gods. They came from cities that were often bitter rivals but shared a religion, a language and an enthusiasm for organized athletics. There was no doubt in their minds that the games were as much a part of Greek culture as Homer, Plato or Euripides, and on a summer day at Olympia, perhaps more so.

At dawn, the opening procession of athletes began: runners and jumpers, discus and javelin throwers, boxers and wrestlers and charioteers, all young men, marching to the stadium and the hippodrome. They went from one altar to the next and past shrines to heroes of previous games. Finally, a trumpet sounded the beginning of the big event.

The exuberance and pageantry of the original Greek games -- even the spirit of community among rivals, however fleeting -- will be re-enacted in August at the next modern Olympic Games. They will be held in Athens, in the land where it all began.

A closer study of ancient texts, art and artifacts and deeper archaeological excavations are giving scholars new insights into the early games and just how integral athletics was to ancient Greek life. The games, said Dr. Stephen G. Miller, an archaeologist who is a classics professor at the University of California, Berkeley, ''ran hand in hand with Greek cultural development.''

For almost 12 centuries, starting as early as 776 B.C. at Olympia in the Peloponnesus, organized athletics were so popular that nothing was allowed to stand in the way. When it was time for the games, armies of rival cities usually laid down their weapons in a ''sacred truce.'' In 480 B.C., while the Persians were torching Athens, there was no stopping the foremost

games at Olympia.

In athletics, scholars are finding, the ancient Greeks expressed one of their defining attributes: the pursuit of excellence through public competition. The games were festivals of the Greekness that has echoed through the ages and reverberates in the core of Western culture.

''Of all the cultural legacies left by the ancient Greeks,'' Dr. Edith Hall of the University of Durham in England has written, ''the three which have had the most obvious impact on modern Western life are athletics, democracy and drama.''

As Dr. Hall noted in the Cambridge Illustrated History of Ancient Greece, all three involved performance in an adversarial atmosphere ''in open-air public arenas in front of a large mass of often extremely noisy and critical spectators.''

In these competitive exhibitions, she added, ''success conferred the highest prestige, and failure brought personal disappointment and public ignominy.''

Dr. Donald G. Kyle, a professor of ancient history at the University of Texas in Arlington, said that long before the Greeks, others engaged in competitive sports like running and boxing. Contemporaries of the Greeks in Egypt and Mesopotamia put on lavish entertainments at court, with acrobats and athletes performing, and also promoted some sports as part of military training. Dr. Kyle is writing a book on sport and spectacle in the ancient world.

But the Greeks, the historian said, took athletics out of the court and into the wider public, beyond the singular spectacles to regularly scheduled competitions. They spread their games as they colonized Sicily and southern Italy and Alexander the Great conquered Eastern lands, he said, ''in the same way the British took cricket everywhere they went.''

''The Greeks linked their games to recurring religious festivals,'' Dr. Kyle said, ''and this regularized and institutionalized athletics.''

In ''Ancient Greek Athletics,'' a book being published next month by Yale University Press, Dr. Miller of Berkeley has sifted through literature, art and recent archaeology to compile a comprehensive history of sports in ancient Greece and their relationship with social and political life. Dr. Kyle called the book ''very authoritative, really a momentous publication.''

Dr. Miller dates the origin of Greek organized athletics to the beginning of the eighth century B.C. The Greeks were awakening from a ''dark age'' of several centuries and were energized by the arrival of the Dorians, people who probably came from the north. Archaeological finds suggest a sharp growth in population, prosperity and substantial architecture. Soon afterward, the first known Olympic games were held at the sanctuary of Zeus in Olympia -- not, as is sometimes supposed, on Mount Olympus, which is farther north.

In the same century, Homer's ''Iliad'' described footracing, wrestling, boxing, discus throwing and other contests at the funeral of a fallen Greek. But Homer, scholars think, was drawing on sports of his own time, not of the Trojan War five centuries earlier.

Olympia was the site of only one of the four major competitions, the Panhellenic games. The others were at Delphi, begun in 586; Isthmia, near Corinth, in 580; and Nemea, in 573. The contests were held every four years at Olympia and Delphi, every two at the other sites. Most cities also had their own local games.

Much of the new research draws heavily on texts of ancient writers, inscriptions on stadium walls and statue bases, and artifacts excavated from ruins at the sites of the contests, including the stones of starting lines and turning points for races. At Nemea, where he has excavated since 1973, Dr. Miller said he discovered what he feels sure was the stadium's locker room, the earliest known inner sanctum of athletes.

Archaeologists have also recovered the jumping weights and discuses of athletes and jars that held the olive oil they rubbed on their bodies, probably to warm up before exercise or a race.

''The largest single category of visual evidence is the vase painting,'' Dr. Miller said. The pentathlon, five competitions that a single winner had to excel in, seemed to be a favorite of vase painters.

Questions:

1. How does the article describe Opening Day of the ancient Greek games? 

2. Where and when will the next Olympic Games be held?

3. What courtesy did warring armies give to the games? 

4. What is one of the “defining attributes” of Greek culture expressed by the games, according to the article? 

5. What are the three legacies of Greek culture, according to Dr. Edith Hall? 

6. How does Dr. Donald Kyle liken the spreading of the games as the Greeks expanded their civilization? 

7. To when does Dr. Stephen Miller date the origin of Greek organized athletics?

8. Where were the first Olympic Games held? 

9. What archaeological discoveries have led to scientists’ expanded understanding of the first Olympic Games? 

10. What evidence do painted vases proffer? 

11. How did nudity play a role in the Games? 

12. From where does the term “athlete” originate? 

13. When and why did the importance of the Games decline, after their “heyday”? 

