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The cycles of the moon and the sun do not correspond in any given year: one solar year is more than twelve lunations but less than thirteen. Yet ancient Greek society kept its crucial religious festivals according to a lunar calendar, and by doing so faced the prospect of maintaining some form of synchronicity with the sun and seasons because some of those festivals were agriculturally based. The divorce between festival and season, which the Egyptians not only tolerated but actively embraced, was not the Greek way. The best practical solution in antiquity to correlating these divergent cycles was the 19-year cycle, which is known in its Greek version as the Metonic Cycle, but it was also developed, apparently earlier, by the Babylonians. But what were the steps in Greece towards this classic solution? And why were they developed? This paper will examine in particular the octaeteris, the 8-year cycle, and the role it played in the timing of major competition festivals in Greece, notably the Games at Olympia
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