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Play and Ecstasy: The Bodily Implication of Ancient
Olympics

I-Hsiung Hsu ™

Abstract

The body is a crucial issue in the new century, and there are many paths
lying ahead for a deeper study. In this paper, the physical activities observed in
ancient Olympics are used as the basis for the study of the meaning of bodies
in such activities from a cultural point of view. It is found 1in literature reviews
that the ancient Greeks worshiped nature and ocean, and had an open mind
and generous life. They valued leisure, loved to dance and enjoyed
competition. Also, they emphasized physical and psychological harmony,
believed in the existence of multiple gods and shared the form, disposition and
joy with the gods. It is realized from reviewing the bodies in ancient Olympics
that the rich and leisurable citizens staged the bodily games of heaven, earth,
human and deities in the Zeus-worshiping ceremonies with the religious
rituals as a platform and the competition in naked bodies as the media, along
with music, chanting, dancing and arts. The competitions emphasized in
peaceful coexistence and valued the bodily teachings of wisdom, bravery,
restraint and justice. Winners were rewarded with laurels, statues and songs of
praise. The statues of heroes’ bodies poising in the divine form were displayed
for public worshiping, and the name of heroes found their way into the
history books to bring out the eternal holiness of life. Wild feasts were given
in the name of bodily superiority, while the free and liberated bodies were
revealed regardless the actual ambience. It was a state of extreme ecstasy and
excitement like the trance of Dionysus.

Keywords: Ancient Olympics, Bodily Implication, Polytheism
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