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ABSTRACT The aim of this research is to examine the sports activities in the ancient city of Pergamum using
documentary research method. Historical documentation method and the relics such as inscriptions  and historical
sports areas of the Pergamum and documents found in the city shows it is the place of robust sporting activities. It
was found that the natural therapy methods taking advantage of music, theatre, sports, sun and mud were experienced
in Pergamum for the first time in history. It shows that the Pergamum is the first city where therapeutic recreation
had taken place. Consequently, the findings unearthed in this city show that there was a categorization for the
sports competitions held here which are similar to today’s sports competitions. The foundation of the first
hospital for athletes in this city has made the ancient city of Pergamum a very important subject of scholarly
investigation in terms of sports.

INTRODUCTION

History of sports has important traces of his-
tory of humanity. Considering the Hellenistic and
Roman ancient cities in Anatolia, it was observed
that some of them have been preserved very
well but some fell into ruins and some others
could only be examined in the light of inscrip-
tions, notes of travelers, depictions of some
buildings on coins, potteries and especially ex-
tant findings. In the light of the documents and
sources obtained and as a result of research find-
ings, the researcher examined the ancient city
on site. Thus, the sports activities and sporting
facilities of the ancient city of Pergamum were
evaluated.

It also benefited from the fall of the land in
the south of the Upper Gymnasium in the an-
cient city of Pergamum and a space named as
the basement stadium or stadion was created
there. It will be more accurate to accept the rea-
son of creation of this space named as the base-
ment stadium as the sub-construction of the sta-
dium as can be seen in the literature. This state
has been identified and determined from 50 coins
which could have been read until today (Saltuk
1995).

The heyday era of the Egypt and Mesopot-
amia civilizations came to an end in the seventh
century B.C. The leadership in science started
to be pioneered by the civilizations on the Ae-
gean coasts of the Anatolia (Spampinato 2004).

The first free-thinking systems and dialec-
tics purified from primitive beliefs and religious
dogmas emerged. The famous Milesian School

of Philosophical Thought had revealed logical
explanations about natural events. In the next
centuries, some famous philosophers such as
Pythagoras of Samos, Heraclitus of Ephesus,
Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, Democritus of Ab-
dera who had been taught and trained on these
coasts developed new theories and hypotheses
about nature and origin and evolution of the uni-
verse free from spirituality. Aristotle who had giv-
en lectures in Assos (Behramkale) honored the
achievements of these scholars who all were ob-
jective thinkers.  Thus, a rational and logical sci-
ence purified from divination and witchcraft was
used in diagnosis and treatment of diseases
(Cook 1974). Hippocrates of Cos who is referred
to as the father of medicine founded a school on
these coasts in the fifth century B.C. Herophilos
of Chalcedon and Erasistratus of Ceos had been
close followers of him and began to examine dis-
sections in Alexandria that had become a new
science center at that century. Herophilos went
down in history as the founder of anatomy and
Erasistratus as the founder of physiology. Med-
icine and anatomy continued to evolve and de-
velop on these lands where was called as the
province of Asia of the Roman Empire in the first
century. Galen of Pergamum who was born after
Rufus of Ephesus and Soranus of Ephesus in
the Asia Minor broke grounds with his works
which were the most successful ones of the clas-
sical era as both a physician and an anatomist.
However, the medicine entered into a period of
stagnation as a result of domination of medieval
thought together with the propagation of

user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0972-0073 ONLINE: ISSN 2456-6802 

user
Text Box
DOI: 10.31901/24566802.2015/19.03.17

user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0972-0073 ONLINE: ISSN 2456-6802                                       DOI: 10.31901/24566802.2015/19.03.17



716 FEHMI CALIK

Christianity in the fifth century A.D. Most im-
portantly, the ancient city of Pergamum has be-
come the city of firsts in modern sports training
and management.

The settlement called as the Middle City to-
day was another part of the ancient city of Per-
gamum. Mostly the royal family, directors, ad-
ministrators, intellectuals and military officers
were living in the Upper Acropolis. The Middle
City was a place where the public can easily vis-
it. There were buildings and structures not relat-
ed to the direct state management and sports
fields for young people and temples open to the
public there. A very important event that should
be considered on was young people and adults
doing sports there were separated into catego-
ries similar to today’s sports competitions.

One of the major areas of the Middle City
was the Sanctuary of Demeter. This area was on
a rectangular platform. When it comes to the
Upper Gymnasium, it is entered to a field where
were a fountain and a pit of sacrifice. Then it is
reached to the two-column monumental entrance
(propylaia) after leading up five steps. There
were a temple on the left and an altar in the mid-
dle of the area. Six hundred people could watch
the religious ceremonies dedicated to Demeter
and Kore from the 10-row seating area on the
right side (Ureten 2003).

Gymnasium was the largest building complex
of the Middle City. Around 10,000 people were
estimated to live in the ancient city (Violatti 2013).
Trainings and competitions in various sports
branches were held here. Gymnasium was built
on three terraces expanding upwards and it can
be said that three separate gymnasiums were
built here. The upper terrace of these three sep-
arate gymnasiums was allocated to adults, and
the middle terrace to young people and the low-
er terrace to children. Sporting activities such as
wrestling, discus throwing, and long jumping
were done in the area surrounded by galleries in
the middle part. Courses in various topics were
given in halls at the rear part of the gallery in the
north. One of these halls was large enough to
cover 1000 people at once. The roofed track lo-
cated under the south gallery was 212 meters
long. This track is very similar to today’s 200-
meter track and the name of this length is ‘stadi-
on’ (Conzea and Schazmann 1911).

There were some buildings on the west of
the Middle Gymnasium where young people were
training. The long track was extending and open-

ing to the temple dedicated to Heracles and Her-
mes in the east. The names of young people who
are successful in competitions were written on
the walls of the temple. The Lower Gymnasium
allocated to the education of small children con-
sisted of structures built on a terrace with length
of 80 meters. One of the first places where the
running distance had been planned for children
by the scientists in the modern age was the an-
cient city of Pergamum (Conzea and Schazmann
1911).

Only the foundations of the Temple of Ascl-
epius located in the west of the Upper Gymnasi-
um could be unearthed today. The temple built
in the name of Asclepius, the God of Medicine,
was a school in which researches and experi-
ments had been carried out as well as being a
religious structure with religious properties. Pa-
tients were treated by use of pharmaceuticals
derived from plants as well as surgical opera-
tions, water and mud baths and also sports, mu-
sic, entertainment and suggestions. When the
sports education and management of this an-
cient city were examined and investigated, the
most important fact to be considered is the justi-
fication and grounding of sporting and recre-
ation activities for healthy living. Asclepeion is
a residential area and there are stadium, hospital,
library and amphitheatre there (Ureten 2003).

Considering the samples of the understand-
ing of physical education and sports culture of
that era in the Acropolis and Asclepeion sites of
the Pergamum civilization, we can see how sports
and arts meet us as a social value. Especially,
many samples such as stadiums, gymnasiums,
amphitheatres, rehabilitation centers, festival ar-
eas, temples, libraries etc. shows us that there
were many activities and implementations in or-
der to improve physical and mental health and
sports had been used for the purposes of educa-
tion, rehabilitation and entertainment.

The historical importance and volumes of the
Pergamum are countless. The Library of Perga-
mum, the first library of  Asia housing up to
200,000 volumes was an important center in the
past. The “Paper of Pergamum” (Charta Perga-
mena) or with the other name “Parchment” that
was developed against “Papyrus” of Egypt is a
major gift of this region to the humanity.

The Sanctuary of Asclepius (Health Center)
in the ancient city of Pergamum is the first major
hospital in the history and dates back to fourth
century B.C. The phrase on the official entrance
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to the Asclepeion that said ‘Death cannot enter
here’ indicates how much ambitious they are
about their treatment methods. The suggestion
therapy was provided there for the first time in
the history of medicine. The Asclepeion of Per-
gamum was the first place where the first natural
therapies and treatments using music, theatre,
sports, sun and mud and natural pharmaceuti-
cals and pharmacological treatment were applied
to patients. The Asclepeion of Pergamum is also
the first place where “snake,” the symbol of med-
icine and pharmacy was used.

This fascinating city where also arts had not
been forgotten hosted ancient theatres with
many works of art. The ancient theatre in the
Pergamum has a capacity of 10,000 people with
80-row seating area. The theatre made of andes-
ite stones is also the steepest theatre of the
Western Anatolia. The Archeological Museum
and Serapis Temple (known today as the “Red
Basilica” or Kizil Avlu in Turkish) are among the
first places which should be visited. Then, you
can see the Acropolis and Heroon, the Library,
the Sanctuary of Athena, the Sanctuary of Tra-
jan (also known as the Trajaneum) and Agoras
by going up to the area where the ancient city
had been built on. You can have a rest a while
and take a breath at the Altar of Zeus, the Sanc-
tuary of Demeter, the Theatre and the Temple of
Dionysus and leave yourself to the howling wind
and prick up your ear to the whispers of people
who had live there. Then, in the second part of
our tour, the Gymnasium and the Sanctuary of
Hera are must-see places to their features similar
to today’s sports centers in where young people
do sports in order to maintain and protect their
physical and mental health. Sports were accept-
ed as an indispensable event of life and philoso-
phy of life in the society for the first age civiliza-
tions (Koryurek 1996). The Olympic Games which
had been held in the nature of competition dur-
ing the Greek era were transformed into a life-
style in the Roman era (Alpman 1972). The first
Olympic Games were being held in a sports field
called ‘stade’. The objective of athletes partici-
pating in the games was only to achieve victory.
In this period, only the Greek citizens were enti-
tled to participate in the Olympic Games and for-
eigners were not allowed. Also, women were not
allowed to participate in, or to watch, the ancient
Olympic Games. The competitors were compet-
ing nude. The athletes were putting olive oil on
their bodies in order to protect their skins and

bodies from the sun. Various festivities and cer-
emonies were being held during the Olympic
Games (Koryurek 1996). Competitors would be-
gin the trainings four months before the Olym-
pic Games. They were coming to Elius one month
before the festivities and training together with
their opponents. The Pergamum civilization dur-
ing the Roman period was also affected by the
Olympic Games. Many sports facilities such as
gymnasiums, stadiums etc. can be seen in this
civilization that hosted many firsts of the histo-
ry. Also, the highest and the steepest theatre of
the world and the first sports hospital of the his-
tory as well as the first library of the world were
established there and the first physiotherapy and
rehabilitation activities were held in the Perga-
mum civilization (Radt 2005).

METHODS

This study was conducted by using docu-
mentary research method. For this purpose, rel-
ics such as coins, artifacts, potteries in the Per-
gamum Museum were examined by the research-
er. Also, the publications with the content of an-
tiques unearthed as a result of excavations made
in the ancient city of Pergamum were reached.
The state has been tried to put forward by visit-
ing and exploring the ancient city on site.

The Firsts of the Ancient City of Pergamum

The firsts of the ancient city of Pergamum
are the first parchment (paper-making from leath-
er), the first Asian library (consisting of 20,000
volumes), the first major sports hospital (As-
clepeion), the first suggestion therapy (psycho-
therapy), the first natural treatment and therapy,
therapeutic recreation (by use of music, theatre,
sports, sun and mud), the first pharmacology
(natural pharmaceuticals), the first opium-model
pharmaceutical, the first urban hygiene model
(health infrastructure), the first use of figure of
‘snake’ as the symbol of medicine and pharmacy
(Emekli 2003). In addition, the categorization in
sporting activities by age groups for the first
time in the history is a result of this civilization
when it is examined in terms of sports education
history. When the excavation in the ancient city
of Pergamum and the other excavations through-
out the Anatolia are completed, it will be neces-
sary to look at the sports history from a different
perspective. It is impossible to examine the his-
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tory of ancient sports completely without exam-
ining the ancient structures in Anatolia (Calik
2001).

Pergamum civilization was composed of two
settlements. The first settlement was the Acrop-
olis consisting of gymnasium and stadium. In
addition, the Altar of Zeus, the Upper Agora, the
steepest theatre of the world with the seating
capacity of 10,000 people, the Temple of Di-
onysus, the Sanctuary of Athena, the king’s pal-
ace and the Traian Temple were situated here
(Bengu 1992). There was a terrace over the big
theatre. The public could see almost entire of the
stadium from this terrace of which length was
210 meters and width was 15 meters (Guttmann
1981). The second settlement was the Asclepeion
where the first hospital of the world, small gym-
nasium and stadium and also the amphitheatre
located where dance and recreation activities
were held (Radt 2005). A regular city plan stands
out in the Pergamum civilization. The urban man-
agement buildings and structures and squares
that are important for social life were established
on the slopes of the hills neighboring the city
(Arolat 1999). Under Eumenes, the king of Per-
gamum civilization, a free and realistic under-
standing of management was dominating the civ-
ilization and he raised Pergamum to the levels of
cities which were important in the fields of sci-
ence, arts and sports. He supported Atlos who
was one of the successful athletes to do sports
and had him participated to the Olympic Games.
At the same time, he supported the studies of
famous philosophers such as Arkesilas and art-
ists such as Mikeredes (Alpman 1972).

Pergamum Civilization and Sports

Sports and arts used to have an important
place in life in the Acropolis and the Asclepeion
settlements of the Pergamum civilization. In this
period, the people who were providing educa-
tion to people in the Gymnasium were called the
Gymnasts (Alpman 1972). Young people of the
Pergamum turned sports into a philosophy of
life by combining sports and courses such as
mathematics, philosophy etc. as well as physical
activities (Bayatli 1990). Some buildings similar
to Olimpia also stand out in the settlement area
in the Pergamum civilization. Sports trainings had
been provided in the Acropolis and the As-
clepeion sites for the purpose of preparation to
the Olympic Games and sports had also been

used as an efficient application tool in trainings
with recreational purposes (Swaddlin 2002). Es-
pecially, sports had been applied and implement-
ed as an efficient rehabilitation tool in health cen-
ters. Patients in these centers were completely
supported in cultural aspects and they were pro-
vided to return to their old days. Some therapy
and treatment methods including walks and short
runs etc. were also used in hospitals. There was
a gallery in a form of feast center for the patients
to do sports and entertain in there. Under
Eumenes II, music activities and the first gym-
nastics moves had taken place in the city. The
religious festivals were shaped and organized
along with these activities (Radt 2005). Young
people were elegizing and dancing accompanied
by music in these religious festivals (Mansel
1996). Sports competitions were held during
these festivals and these organizations were ac-
cepted to be equal to the Olympic Games in Del-
phoi and Olimpia. Sports and light shows in the
night were made for the visitors who came there
for touristic purposes and visitors would have
been satisfied (Radt 2005). Not only the training
was provided to the athletes for competitions,
but also some courses which will be lifelong re-
quired by them in the Gymnasium were given to
them and they were prepared for life. In ancient
times, sports had an important place in general
education (Erdemli 1996). It is seen that an edu-
cational content with the purpose of developing
sports and the culture of life was applied also in
the Pergamum civilization. And despite of the
intensity of this education in the Pergamum civ-
ilization, also music education was provided for
physical and mental health such as seen in other
civilization (Sonmez 2004; Radt 2005). Sporting
activities had been made in amphitheatres dur-
ing this period (Iscan 1998). The stadiums had
an important place in social life at that time. At
least 5 of about 126 stadiums in Greek cities were
within the borders of the Pergamum civilization.
Public attended festivals, sporting and artistic
activities were held in these centers.

Pergamum Civilization and Sporting Facilities

The Acropolis

It can be divided into three groups including
Acropolis, the Lower and the Middle City. We
can accept the Acropolis of Pergamum as a struc-
ture of the Hellenistic period where social, cul-
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tural and sport-related public meetings were held
and a part of social life when compared to the
Acropolis in Athens and these features make
there a little bit more important. The architectural
layout of the Acropolis was fairly well fitted to
the topographical structure and pattern of the
area. The overlapping terraces which had been
placed nested shaped of half circles and struc-
tures built on them were arranged from south to
north. That all structures of the Acropolis were
placed in shape of fan increased the magnificence
and attractiveness of this place. Gymnasiums,
fountains, temples and baths were located in the
Middle City (Arolat 1999). Gymnasium in the
Acropolis was composed of two parts: the Up-
per Gymnasium and the Middle and the Lower
Gymnasium. There was a Hellenistic building
complex in the Sanctuary of Hera located in the
Upper Gymnasium. There was a small temple in
the western part of the courtyard of the Gymna-
sium. The main philosophy of the Gymnasium
was the understanding of Olympism and sports
to be made a philosophy of life. Gymnasium that
was built in order to support the physical and
mental health of young people who come there
consists of units in the four corners of the large
colonnaded courtyard (Cutuk 2005). Gymnasi-
um was a training and education center used to
provide physical education for young people
and support their mental health and also create
their philosophies of life (Mansel 1996). The rea-
sons for them to train in Gymnasium were as-
sessed as to become a strong citizen, to have
beautiful bodies and to be ready for wars (Iscan
1998). The young people in the Gymnasium were
practicing and fulfilling their religious duties in a
small temple before beginning to sporting activ-
ities because it was important to be mentally re-
lax during the activities. After the completion of
these activities, they were having bath. And there
were showers behind the western gallery next to
the baths. The noticeable factor here is the adop-
tion of sports as a philosophy of life and the
integration of people of that period with sports
(Gonener 2005). A theater, a meeting room and a
concert hall stood out in the northwest. The seat-
ing capacity of this mini theater was 1,000 peo-
ple. Athletes were trying to relax in this meeting
room and concert hall with various entertain-
ments. There was a Gymnasium hall made of
marble belonging to the king in the middle of the
north part of the Gymnasium. Based on this, we
can see how sports had become a philosophy of

life for all people from the king to people who
were included in the lowest level of society by
spreading to the base (Colin 2012). “Supportive
structures arranged radially and bearing the seats
of spectators were built on the area between two
elevations on the North and the South. The small
spring flowing between these elevations, proba-
bly could be shaded by terracing enabling to
small-scale water battles and water ballet shows
on the arena of the amphitheatre. However, this
was the place where gladiator competitions and
animal hunting shows which were especially the
new and typical Roman-type form of entertain-
ment were performed...” (Radt 2005). “...This
place which could be turned into a small sea was
not wide enough to perform horse and spear
fighting shows. Only some animals including
crocodiles and hippos which can act and fight
both on the land and in the water were appropri-
ate for this area. And sometimes, the fairy groups
were changing the image by staging some sea
games...” (Texier 2002).

A track similar to racecourses in the Olympic
Games was created on the vertical land in the
south of the Gymnasium and this track was
shaped as an indoor stadium. The Middle and
Lower Gymnasium was the one of the largest
buildings of the ancient city. It was shaped as
three terraces fitting the land. This structure has
revealed the importance given to sports. The 21
meter-long rectangular city fountain under a col-
umn stands out in the east entrance of the Mid-
dle Gymnasium. The Acropolis site is on a high
mountain and water provided up to the Gymna-
sium shows the importance given to sports.
Those who will do sports in the Gymnasium were
divided by age groups. The lower terrace was
allocated to children, the middle terrace to young
people and the upper terrace to adults. An in-
scription can be seen immediately next to the
small temple at the east end (Bayatli 1990).

Asclepeion

Built in the fourth century B.C., the As-
clepeion was a healing center which had its hey-
day era in the second century B.C. It was 820
meters from the Acropolis and there was a sa-
cred road from the Acropolis to the Asclepeion
(Arolat 1999). There was a stadium, a hospital, a
library and an amphitheatre situated there. Also
some similar structures stand out there similar to
Olimpia. These are baths and showers. Patients
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in these centers were completely supported in
cultural aspects and they were provided to re-
turn to their old days (Cutuk 2006).

Some therapy and treatment methods includ-
ing walks and short runs etc. were also used in
hospitals. There were some galleries in the form
of feast centers for patients to do sports and
entertain (Radt 2005). Young people were elegiz-
ing and dancing accompanied by music in the
religious festivals organized in the Asclepeion
(Mansel 1996). Some sports competitions were
held during these festivals and these organiza-
tions were accepted to be equal to the Ancient
Olympic Games. A field was created to where
public masses can flock to the games in amphi-
theatres and theatre in the stadiums which was
the major entertainment of society in the second
century B.C. (Mansel 1996).

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

The ancient city of Pergamum is a place where
the firsts had taken place in the history in terms
of social life. The firsts of the ancient city of
Pergamum are the first parchment (paper-making
from leather), the first Asian library (consisting
of 20,000 volumes), the first major sports hospi-
tal (Asclepeion), the first suggestion therapy
(psychotherapy), the first natural treatment and
therapy, therapeutic recreation (by use of music,
theatre, sports, sun and mud), the first pharma-
cology (natural pharmaceuticals), the first opi-
um-model pharmaceutical, the first urban hygiene
model (health infrastructure), the first use of fig-
ure of ‘snake’ as the symbol of medicine and
pharmacy. Considering the samples of the un-
derstanding of physical education and sports
culture of that era in the Acropolis and As-
clepeion sites of the Pergamum civilization, we
can see how sports and arts meet us as a social
value. Especially, many samples such as stadi-
ums, gymnasiums, amphitheatres, rehabilitation
centers, festival areas, temples, libraries etc. show
us that there were many activities and implemen-
tations in order to improve physical and mental
health and that sports had been used for the
purposes of education, rehabilitation and enter-
tainment. Also elite athletes were trained there
to represent the Pergamum civilization in the an-
cient Olympic Games (Felix 2006). The analysis
and processing of sources shows that olympic
games were organized in 32 different cities (Al-
banidis 2011) People got categorized by age

groups in this civilization for the first time in his-
tory. This categorization is quite similar to to-
day’s understanding of sports. At the same time,
facilities which can respond to sport-related,
cultural and social needs were built in the Perga-
mum civilization as a result of a planned under-
standing of urbanization. The high point in un-
derstanding of foundation and establishment of
this civilization is the sacred roads and paths
that connect many facilities to each other. Perga-
mum civilization implemented therapeutic recre-
ation in that era. Examining the importance of
Gymnasium in ancient period, the ancient city of
Pergamon which has the greatest gymnasium in
Anatolia in the Hellenistic period was chosen as
a studying area. Ruled by a kingdom, Pergamon
is a settled and mountain city in a sloping area.
By the help of its close relations with Rome, it
has become one of the most powerful kingdoms
of the Hellenistic period (Bingul 2013). These
applications show that sports culture was per-
ceived as a philosophy of life and understand-
ings of arts and culture were assessed as a whole
in this civilization. The examination of this an-
cient city by scientists in terms of multidisci-
plinary understanding seems to be necessary for
remodeling and rewriting of sports history.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate
the sport and sport education in Pergamum An-
tique City. With respect to sport education, The
Pergamum antique city is an antique city which
had similar competition categories to those of
today’s. This city is the place of the first-built
library of Asia. The first big sport hospital, first
psychotherapy, first natural treatment and ther-
apy, first pharmacology (natural medicine), first
opium model medicine, first urban hygiene mod-
el (health infrastructure), first used (used by
music, theatre, sport, sun and mud)therapeutic
recreation, snake figure as a symbol of pharma-
cy is the heritage of this antique city. In our re-
searches and investigations it was seen that The
Pergamum Antique City was not introduced
enough with these characteristics. It was sug-
gested the notion that this antique city which
has ready to use the most important sport and
sport education locations of Hellenistic period
should be examined in a multidisciplinary con-
sideration and with different aspects.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Examining the ancient city of Pergamum in a
multidisciplinary understanding is seen as a ne-
cessity for the sports history. That archaeolo-
gist to examine ancient cities along with the
sports historians may provide different tips in
terms of sports history. Sport  training venues in
the ancient city may set an example to the con-
struction of modern sports facilities. Bringing
sport and sports training in the civilization of
Pergamum up into the agenda by that article may
make the sports historians being attracted to that
ancient city. This paper may ensure other sports
branches and sports training venues in other
ancient cities in Anatolia to be reexamined and
to enter into the World cultural heritage list.
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