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Greek stadia and Roman spectacles:
Asia, Athens, and the tomb of Herodes Atticus

Katherine Welch

Along with the temple, stoa, theater, and gymnasium, the stadium was one of the most dis-
tinctively Greek of building types. The stadium functioned as the venue for athletic competi-
tions, a central element of Hellenic culture, and thus stadia were present in almost all Greek
poleis. But like so much else in the Greek city state, the stadium underwent change in both form
and function when Greece came under Roman rule. This article examines the changes that
occurred in Greek stadia as a result of contact with the Romans, and explores the architectural
and cultural contexts in which the changes took place. The evidence is both archaeological and
textual, coming primarily from Asia Minor and from Athens. The discussion begins with the
Greek East, and then moves to Athens where it focuses on a particular building — the Panath-
enaic Stadium built by Herodes Atticus — as a paradigmatic example of how stadia reflect the
larger phenomenon of Greek cultural adaptation to Roman rule. I end with a re-examination of
the problem of the location of the tomb of Herodes Atticus and consider a recent theory
proposing a burial place for Herodes under the Panathenaic Stadium’s running track.!

The architectural form and function of stadia

Stadia were rectangular or U-shaped buildings that were used for athletic events {the
gymnikos agon) that formed part of Greek religious festivals.? Events included short-distance
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