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Abstract 

The ancient stadia form a part of a vast field that includes buildings and the athletic activity performed 
in them. This article is confined to the buildings, and although the source material to the existence of stadia 
consists of literary and epigraphic evidence as well as the archaeological remains only the latter are dealt with 
here. Remains of stadia are common in a large part of the ancient world – but not always recognizable – but the 
most important part is Greece and Anatolia.  

In Anatolia there are some well preserved stadia in sites like Aphrodisias, Laodiceia, Cibyra and Perge. 
Naturally the best preserved specimens are normally also well studied, even though there are exceptions. The 
best preserved ones are usually from the Roman period, and if they have had earlier predecessors, this is seldom 
visible. There are hardly remains from Pre-Hellenistic time.    

The article deals with only with the province of Caria in the south-western part of Anatolia which has 
some of the most interesting specimens of them. There are both well preserved specimens and such that leave few 
remains but are still – or have been – interesting. A short catalogue of the stadia in the province is provided. 

Keywords: Anatolia, Caria, stadion, sphendone, starting device 

Öz 

Antik stadyumlar, binaları ve içlerinde gerçekleştirilen atletik faaliyetleri içeren geniş bir alanın bir 
parçasını oluşturur. Bu makale binalarla sınırlıdır ve stadyumların varlığına ilişkin kaynak malzeme edebi ve 
epigrafik kanıtların yanı sıra arkeolojik kalıntılardan oluşsa da burada sadece arkeolojik kalıntılarından 
tanımlanabilen stadyumlar ele alınmaktadır. Stadyum kalıntıları antik dünyanın büyük bir bölümünde yaygındır 
–ama her zaman tanımlanamayabilirler- ancak en önemli kısmı Yunanistan ve Anadolu’da yer alır. 

Anadolu’da Aphrodisias, Laodikeia, Kibyra ve Perge gibi yerlerde iyi korunmuş stadyumlar vardır. 
İstisnalar olsa da doğal olarak en iyi korunmuş örnekler daha çok araştırılmıştır. En iyi korunmuş olan 
stadyumlar genellikle Roma Dönemi’ndendir ve daha önceki evreleri varsa, bu nadiren görülür. Pre-Hellenistik 
Dönem’den neredeyse hiç kalıntı yoktur. 

Makalede yalnızca Anadolu’nun güneybatı kesiminde en ilginç örneklere sahip olan Karia Bölgesi’nde 
bulunan stadyumlar ele alınmaktadır. Bölgede hem iyi korunmuş örnekler hem de çok az kalıntı bırakan, ancak 
hala ilginç olan örnekler vardır. Karia Bölgesi’ndeki stadyumların kısa bir kataloğu verilmiştir. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Anadolu, Karia, stadion, sphendone, hareket tertibatı 

Introduction 

The word stadion has more than one meaning. It is the length of approximately 180 
meters, the race competition run over this distance, and the establishment where the 
competition is held. But the definitions may be complicated in different ways. The 
competition may be performed on a shorter distance for some reason, e.g. difficulties in 
terrain, or deprived of an establishment and held on an agora or a temple temenos. And the 
term for the establishment may also be mixed up with a  hippodrome or  something  else  by 
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ancient authors as well as modern travellers. Moreover, the complications may be shown 
when scholars speak of the auditorium of a stadion and in ancient inscriptions an artist may 
speak of his performances ‘en stadiois’. 

A survey of stadia that have existed in antiquity may be founded on different 
features. It may be the existence of remains of the establishment, it may be evidence from 
literature of establishments that have existed but perhaps do not exist anymore, and it may 
be inscriptions mentioning the existence of festivals kept in the place and indicating the 
existence of a stadion. In this case only the existence of remains will be dealt with. 

 The development of stadia may be displayed in three stages. The first is the type with 
straight short ends without a sphendone; Olympia and Labraunda may be shown as 
examples of that type. The second is the type usually placed in an oblong valley with a 
sphendone in one end and straight in the other, which is the normal and very common type, 
but even the well-preserved valleys like Magnesia on the Maeander, Philadelphia or Saittai 
are seldom preserved enough to show both ends. The third is the type with both ends 
rounded that is usually represented by later specimens, the so-called stadion 
amphitheatron1. Examples of this type are Aphrodisias, Laodiceia and no doubt Tralles. Of 
course it is not easy to use the division rigorously since the establishments are not always so 
well preserved that a decision can be made, and moreover an establishment may of course 
also be rebuilt during its existence and so change its appearance. There may also be 
diverging specimens of different types, the one-sided specimens constructed on slopes with 
few or no tiers of seats on the lower side like Aigai and Arycanda, and much shorter 
specimens not deserving the denomination stadion that nevertheless may have been used for 
running competitions (see infra). Races have also been performed on the agora as in Athens 
or Corinth or on a temple temenos as in Isthmos or along the stylobate as in Didyma. 

Identifying a stadion  

As a stadion is often a long narrow horseshoe-formed field such a field may easily be 
identified as a stadion. Sometimes the sloping sides have traces of spectators’ seats2, and 
even if they do not seem to be visible they may turn out visible enough, as the stadion of 
Magnesia showed after a fire in 19893 (figs. 1-2). To interprete a narrow field as a stadion 
may of course be a wrong guess. Since many stadia are located in connection with a theater, 
especially fields in front of theaters like Mylasa, Colossai, Thera or Stratoniceia might easily 
be suggested to be stadia; some such identification are proved as wrong whereas others still 
may await their solution. In some cases the real stadion may turn up in a quite different 
place. Among unsuccessful guesses for locating a stadion two may be mentioned. One is 
Iasos, where Texier in the 19th century saw a sphendone and steps along the side4. Later it 
was classified as a short stadion5 (the end had been covered by sand in Texier’s time), but at 
last the excavation turned it into the seats of a bouleuterion and the side of the agora6. The 
other is Orthosia where a large field in E-W direction with the southern side supported on 
barrel vaults has been interpreted as a stadion, 200 m long7. Since Marchese mentions both a 
                                                 
1 Welch 1998, 563. 
2 See Roos 1994, 181, fig. 3. 
3 In the excavations that started in 2008, the stadion turned out to be one of the best preserved in Anatolia (Bingöl 
2020, 600-601, fig. 15). 
4 Texier 1882, 634. 
5 See Bean & Cook 1957, 93, 100, fig. 10. 
6 See Roos 1994, 181. 
7 Marchese 1986, 1, 235: ”The city featured a large stadium which measures approximately 200 m, an extensive agora, 
fortification walls…”, Marchese 1986, 2, 140, pls. 97 a-c.    
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stadion and an agora the latter cannot have been mistaken for a stadion and the thought of a 
stadion lived on until the site was excavated; however, excavation reports from about 2000 
do not mention any stadion8, and foundations of a naos and other remains on the place leave 
no room for a stadion. The final publication starts a reference to Marchese9 but then does not 
mention it anymore, and instead of killing the notion of a stadion lets it die in peace.  

  
Figure 1: Typical oblong stadion valley, Magnesia on 

the Maeander 
Figure 2: Tiers of seats in the stadion of Magnesia 

clearly visible after a fire in 1989. 
 

 
Figure 3: The monumental gate of the stadion in Ephesus. Drawing from Pitton de Tournefort 1717. About as 

much is preserved of it today 
 

Spectators’ seats in situ may be a good proof for the existence of a stadion, but often 
they are found as separate objects in museums or gardens10, or even built into walls11. 
Sometimes seats have been cut out in the living rock, like in Labraunda, Alinda and the 
hippodrome of Anazarbos, and in those cases the traces cannot have of course been 
removed12. But there has seldom been preserved so much that it would be a proof for the 
existence of a stadion if it is not combined with other criteria.     

 There are other parts of an establishment that may be preserved and visible. Stadia, 
especially from the Roman period, may have a spectacular entrance like we can see in 
                                                 
8 Varinlioğlu & Debord 2000, 135-139; Varinlioğlu & Debord 2001, 113-118. 
9 Debord & Varinlioğlu 2010, 235, n. 8: [Marchese] voit de ruines spectaculaires, un grand stade (mais cf. infra…), 
une vaste agora… but the reference is not fulfilled, and the word stade is not even mentioned in the index. 
10 E.g. in Halicarnassus, see Berkaya et al. 2008, 144-145. 
11 E.g. in Apollonia ad Rhyndacum, Roos 1994, 186, fig. 10. 
12 For Anazarbos see Roos 1994, 184, fig. 7. 
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Ephesus (fig. 3) or less preserved in Miletos13. Early travellers can report that the stadion in 
Alinda had a spectacular entrance gate, nothing of which is preserved now (fig. 4); evidently 
it had disappeared already in the middle of the 18th century14. Stadia with both ends rounded 
may have a vaulted entrance with a tunnel under the spectators’ seats as in Aphrodisias and 
Tralles (fig. 5). Some stadia have vaulted cavities under the spectators’ seats as Perinthus in 
Thracia or Perge or the hippodrome in Caesarea (Mazaca).  

 
Figure 4: Monumental gate in Alinda, drawn by Huyot in 1820 

 

Finally, an important but rare part of a stadion consists of the devices for the start of 
the runners. They consist of two components, the starting blocks or slabs for the runners’ 
feet, and the starting-gate for handling the start. The former, known in Greece from Olympia, 
Nemea and other places, are in Anatolia found in situ only in Labraunda (fig. 6), but reused 
specimens of slabs can be seen in Ephesus, built into the castle wall (fig. 7)15.  Certainly they 
might be found in many villages near the stadia, built into the walls since their form makes 
them suitable for reuse, on the other hand they are not easily recognizable unless the sides 
are turned the right way. As for the starting devices, since single parts but seldom a complete 
construction may be found, they are not easy to understand. In Anatolia parts belonging to 
such can be seen in Priene (fig. 8), Miletos and Didyma16. It is a pity that the first discoverer 
of the construction of Heracleia Salbake (see infra) at a time when the famous establishments 
had not yet been found, and was deeply imposed by its good preservation, did not describe 
it nearer17; the later travellers who perhaps saw less of 
it, have not done so either; so now when nothing is 
preserved we have no idea of what was to be seen 
during his visit.   

This fact points to a difficulty in reporting 
establishments. We report preserved features and 
quote earlier travellers who have described or at least 
mentioned them but do not always check whether 
they are still preserved or have perhaps been built 
over or transported away. So it might be discussed 
how recent an observation must be in order to be 
taken in account as existent. In fact it is of course often 
                                                 
13 Kleiner 1968, 111-112, fig. 82, reconstructed as in fig. 83. 
14 See Ruggendorfer 2011, 213. 
15 Roos 1978/80, 109-110. 
16 See Gerkan 1921, 6-7, fig. 5; Knackfuss 1941, 140-141. 
17 Laborde 1838, 100. 

 
Figure 5: The vaulted entrance in the 

eastern end of the stadion at Tralles from 
the interior (for the view from the 
exterior see Roos 1994, 182 fig. 5). 
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so that an old observation was good enough for a report as preserved but the actual 
remnants are so scanty that they would not be classified as criteria of a stadion if the earlier 
mention had not existed.  

  
Figure 6: Three of the starting-blocks of the western 
starting-line in Labraunda. Almost the whole line is 
preserved but moved, no doubt by an earthquake 

Figure 7: Discarded starting-block from the stadion of 
Ephesus built into the castle wall at Ayasoluk 

 

Unsuccessful identifications of suitable plains as stadia are not the only source of 
mistakes. Sometimes there might indeed be remains that can be interpreted as parts of a 
stadion but at last turn out to be something else like the side of an agora. Such cases may be 
reported from Iasus, Stratoniceia and Phaselis. In some cases the area may turn out to be too 
small but can still be regarded as possible to use for the racecourse of an exercise field, e.g. in 
Theangela and Myndos, even if stadion is perhaps not the correct denomination or it. (On the 
other hand there are also establishments that are unusually long, as Laodiceia).  

   
Figure 8: Preserved bases of the 

starting-gate system of the stadion in 
Priene 

Figure 9: Map showing the stadia (dots) and hippodromes (squares) in 
Anatolia 

 

Stadia in Anatolia 

Although the sport festivals in Anatolia were not very famous they were certainly 
numerous, at least in Roman times. The stadia certainly also were numerous, as can be seen  
from the sketchy map (fig. 9), which does not distinguish types or dates – certainly not all 
were in function at the same time.  


















