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BOOK REVIEW
by Mark Maestrone

As those lucky individuals who have had the oppor-
tunity to attend at least one Olympic Games will tell you,
the experience is like no other. Aside from the competi-
tion, the Games are truly an international multi-ethnic
snapshot of culture and society.

Unfortunately, most books on the Olympic Games
fail miserably in conveying this sense of time and place,
attempting instead to distill the event down to a litany of
superlatives: the most extraordinary this or the most
expensive that. Rarely does one come away with but a
limited taste of what it actually felt like to “be there.”

This is why “The 1912 Stockholm Olympics: Essays
on the Competitions, the People, the City” is atypical for
a book on a single Olympics. As the title connotes, this
book collects and interprets the vast Olympic treasure
trove of data from the Games of the Vth Olympiad into
ten unusual, yet surprisingly effective, essays written by
ten Swedish scholars from different walks of life. Told
with a decidedly Swedish emphasis, the discussions
range widely from “Nothing New Under the Sun?
Marketing the Stockholm Olympics” to “Gender and
Class: Women on the Swedish Squad.” A final chapter
lays out the results of the sports competitions.

To begin with, it is worth remembering the historical
importance of the 1912 Olympics. Following the so-
called “Exposition Olympics” of 1900, 1904 and 1908 in
which the sporting events took a backseat to the exhibi-
tions themselves, the Stockholm organizers had to
reinvent the Games as a stand-alone event. And unlike
today’s organizing committees which have a seven-year
lead time and a complex template to guide them in
building an Olympics, Stockholm – with just three years
to go – had to create its own play book.

Some of the revelations were quite fascinating. The
marketing chapter, for example, delved into the machi-
nations and challenges surrounding the development of
a graphic poster that would be emblematic of these first
Scandinavian Olympics. It took the committee nearly 18
months to actually agree on a final design (the colorful
image of nude athletes waving flags of the various
participating nations). As a result, the advertising posters

were not ready until early
1912, barely 5 months prior
to the Games!

Mats Hellspong’s exami-
nation of contemporary
sources helped paint a vivid
picture of the “Spectators at
the Stockholm Games.” Re-
membering this was 1912
when social mores were still
quite strict, imagine seeing
“thousands of well-man-
nered Swedish women [in
the stands] taking part in
ovations with body and
soul.” And what a spectacle it must have been when
normally staid Swedish audiences joined American and
Canadian fans in the distinctly North American practice
of yelling rhythmic chants in support of their team.

In an essay by Patrik Steorn entitled “Art and Sport:
Different Worlds?” we learn a great deal about the
inaugural Olympic Arts Competition which did not occur
without a great gnashing of teeth. Baron de Coubertin,
as it has often been pointed out, was a firm believer
“that sport was a way of educating men in both body
and soul” and that a “‘Concours d’Art’ would be the
unification of those ideals.”

The organizing committee, however, unanimously
opposed the idea, suggesting that “the Chairman of the
IOC should himself organize the competition.” De
Coubertin did just that, handpicking many of the en-
trants. Particularly disturbing, though, is that de Couber-
tin awarded himself (using the pseudonym George
Hahrod and Martin Eschbach) a gold medal in literature.

The above examples barely scratch the surface of
what readers may discover among the various essays.
As pointed out in the introduction, the chapters may be
read in any order. A downside, if it can really be called
that, is that some essays are decidedly Sweden-centric,
especially when statistical analyses enter the discussion.
But this should not be taken as a criticism, merely an
observation.

The book is liberally sprinkled with black & white
photos. Each chapter has an extensive set of endnotes
for the student wishing to investigate further.

My only complaint is that the price, at $55, seems
relatively exorbitant for a soft-cover publication of this
length. Nevertheless, I can certainly recommend this
collection of essays which effectively capture the mood,
culture and uniqueness of these early Olympic Games
in Sweden.
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