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Introduction

I n Japan, Leni Riefenstahl’s famous and classic
film, Olympia, was once again a focal point of
discussion during the 1992 Albertville Winter
Games and Barcelona Summer Games.? The film
portraying the 1936 Nazi Olympic Games was con-
trasted with the history of the 1936 “ People's Olym:
pics’ or “Workers’ Games” in Barcelona.® During
the Lillehammer Winter Games in 1994, Riefen-
stahl’s past films and a recent film about her life, The
Wonderful, Horrible Life of Leni Riefenstahl, were
also discussed extensively in Canada*

In 1992 an exhihition of Leni Riefenstahl’s work
was held in Japan as a cultural event supported by a
major department store and newspaper company.
This event was under the auspices of the Japanese
Minister of Culture and, therefore, was extensively
covered by the press and well attended by the pub-
lic.” Riefenstahl herself visited Japan during the
event and spoke about her films with the various
media. Her autobiography was trandlated into Japa-
nese and several books on her life were published.’

Despite the exposure and initial popularity of this
event, her films were overlooked in related areas of
sport and physical education in Japan. Japanese
journas failed to report any of her works related to
sport and physical education. Riefenstahl’s film
was not screened at the 1972 Olympic Games in
Munich because the film was viewed as a Nazi
concoction and showing it would be an insult to the
victims of the Nazi regime.” However, the situation
was very different in Japan.

Olympia continues to intrigue us despite being
produced almost a half a century ago. Why was it
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screened in Japan three times? An interesting ques-
tion arises; namely, how does the film now relate to
mega events and sport commerciaism as we ap-
proach the 1996 Games in Atlanta?

The purpose of this paper, consequently, is an
attempt to respond to this intriguing question by
means of examining the film within the context of
its original time and society, and in light of Riefen-
stahl’s philosophy of art. An anaysis of thisfilmis
also warranted in light of the meanings of the reflec-
tions of body, the socio-cultural impacts of these
meanings, and the influences to modern sport situ-
ations. In addition, the timing of this study is appro-
priate in order to stimulate a reconsideration of
modern Olympism, which has certainly encountered
substantial problems in recent times. This film, the
first officia Olympic film of the 10C, recorded the
festival of nations and beauty of sport at that time.
Parenthetically, this paper may aso be viewed as a
response to Murray’s criticism that little research on
the 1936 Olympic Games has been undertaken in
Japan ®

In Japan, there has not been detailed research in the
field of sport science about Riefenstahl’s artistically
and politically controversia film since it was first
screened in 1940. The edited version of the original
film was shown in 1974, and the origina films were
screened again in 1992; in al, it was shown three
times as a cultural event. However, there were few
artistic and journdistic comments in Japan that fo-
cused on the images and reflections of the sporting
body in relation to the nature of sport and the ideals
of the Olympics.

Recent research on Riefenstahl’s film is typified
by a comment offered by Guttman, “It is the nearly
unanimous opinion of film historians that Olympia
is one of the most impressive documentaries ever
made, but the debate over its politica significance
continues. Whether or not Riefenstahl was a Nazi
propagandist as well as a great artist is a question we
can answer for ourselves...””

1. The Outline of the Olympia: Making a TEXT

“Olympia” was filmed in 1936 in Berlin; it encom-
passed vast amounts of film footage on many diverse
athletic events. It was shot by over 60 cameramen,
and edited into two parts of about two hours duration
each. In Japan, Part |, entitled “ Festival of the Na-
tions, “was first screened in 1940. (In Germany, this
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film was premiered on Hitler's birthday, April 20,
1938).° Part | began with alyrical and mystical
prologue consisting of a montage centered upon
individual track and field events. Part 11, “ Festival
of Beauty, " showed the pastoral Olympic village as
an opening scene. Athletic events such as gymnas-
tics, yachting, field games, cross-country equestrian,
bicycle races, and rowing, were included, as well as
the renowned diving scenes.

The Japanese-edited version of Olympia included
scenes of diving, swimming, and cross-country rid-
ing of equestrianin Part | (screened in 1974 in
Japan). In this edited version, the footage of two
parts were shortened in order to screen the total in
two hours. This version included the famous victory
scene of the Japanese female swimmer in the 200m
breast stroke. It was hailed enthusiastically by Japa-
nese announcer, Kawanishi. Copies of Olympia
were made in sixteen languages, and each version
included triumphs of athletes in those nations.™
These versions varied in the number of eventsin-
cluded.”

Riefenstahl did not follow the exact sequence of
the Games' events in the film’s composition. This
enabled her to use fully her creativity of expressions.
Deguchi made a good evaluation of this procedure:
“Riefenstahl composed the film according to the
images of the beauty of the athlete's body, not by the
records and the sequence of events, which allowed
her to use artistic sensibility, therefore, this film
could be unified artistically.”** In particular, the
prologue was a retake according to her inspira-
tions,~which she harbored before agreeing to make
the film. Except for the opening sequence, there
were 10 insertions filmed after the actual events, to
improve aesthetic structure over the actual records
and outcomes. Also, some events were prolonged
after-the-fact in the evening when darkness set in on
the actua competition; therefore, film shooting was
not possible. These retakes heightened the artistic
nature of the film.

This film did not emphasize German athletes’ ac-
tivities, even though many German athletes won
medals in the Games.™® Hitler was shown in afew
shots, and was depicted in a norma manner. As
well, however, the normal figure of Hitler expressed
in the film, fulfilled its function as propaganda.
Many non-German athletes were filmed in Olympia;
for example, many American athletes, including
Jesse Owens, Finns, New Zealanders, and Japanese
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(Murakoso, Tajima, Yata, Maehata, Ohe, Nishida,
Sohn, Nahn). These shots showed Riefenstahl’s
aesthetic appreciation of the beauty in the athletic
body, irrespective of the races.”’

2. Evaluations of Leni Riefenstahl

There are differing views held about this film.
English-speaking people, in general, hold primarily
negative evaluations, believing the film to be largely
a form of propaganda issued by the National Social-
ists"®  One exception is the positive evaluation of
this film held by Hart-Davis.

This film has often been described as a triumph
of propaganda, but thisis less than just. What it
did was to record a triumph of propaganda, bril-
liantly capturing the militaristic nature of the
organization, particularly the opening ceremony;
but its enduring merit is a creative work of art.”®

In Japan, there were many positive reviews of
Olympia as an artistic film, particularla/ in newspa-
pers during its premiere in Japan.?’ In 1992, a
similar response occurred in the Japanese media®
however, negative evaluations also were reported.
This negative situation was aso developed when the
Japanese-edited version was screened in 1974.% In
these negative estimations, it was said that the film
was not a pure documentary of sports but rather an
inclination towards aesthetic-centered sports im-
ages, namely, the film was not a record of real
Olympic Games but a fabrication by Riefenstahl.

This paper will attempt to address the previously
delineated opinions and criticisms by providing her-
meneutical evaluation of the film based upon socio-
cultura conditions when the film was made and
when it was screened in recent times. In order to
capture the time filmed and Riefenstahl’s career, a
brief chronology of her is cited.”

3. The Framework of Interpretation of the
Film: Text. Context. and M etatext

The sequences of events expressed in the film can
be made into Text, which was made from the de-
scription of activities of events filmed by Riefen-
stahl. In order to interpret these images, it is
necessary to consider not only the direct contents of
expressions but also the intentions and the film
techniques of the filmmaker. This includes evalu-
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ation of the Context and Metatext. This hermeneu-
tical analysis of sport is to interpret Text of sportsin
accordance with a specific Context and in considera-
tion of the prevailing Metatext.?* In these herme-
neutical interpretations, it is important to read both
the soft data behind the hard data (Text) expressed
with images and the function of the film as one of
hegemony. Figure 1 shows the framework of this
hermeneutical process of interpretation to Olympia.
This framework was shown as the hermeneutics of
sport, and partly depends on the spectacle theory
adsvanced by MacAloon,? but is mostly based on
Bateson's paradox theory of play.

As Context 1, the evaluations to Riefenstahl herself
are included, but the film of Olympia itself ismain
Context. Context 2 is the atmosphere of the product
of ages and spirits in existence of the time of filming
in 1936. Context 3 includes the modern socio-cul-
tural situations of Olympic Games. In this study,
this Context includes the era when the Japanese-
edited version was first screened in 1974.

Metatext, that is, the Text about the Text, for
example, “thisis a sport film,” “thisis an art film,”
and “this is a documentary film”; need to be taken
into consideration because the Metatext contains
reference to the frame itself. According to these
references, Metatext 1 has a meta-message, “this is
sport, but not just sport.” The word “just” means the
adverbial sense, the same as “only.” So, “thisis
sport, but not only sport” means that sport may be a
trivia thing, but, by playing it, rea human nature
will be expressed, therefore, sport is very important.
Thus, paradoxicaly, this meta-message obliges the
audience to rethink the images expressed in the film
according to reflections of the Text. As Metatext 2,
there is a meta-message, “thisis film, but is also art,”
and in this message, the producer’s point of view is
reflected. Lastly, Metatext 3 is the meta-message
for the audiences, that is, “thisis just documentary
film.” With this meta-message, the audience has a
preconception that in this film the real records must
be filmed; thus a kind of sport image is made or
reinforced. According to the Metatext, one of the
frameworks of viewing the sport film is made.
Then, the preconceptions, for example, about the
nature of sport, art or politics, and about the trans-
missions of the truth are formed. These are to re-re-
flect the Olympic images expressed in the film. It is
important to describe and interpret the meanings
expressed in the film in accordance with these
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frameworks and those multiple messages. These
standpoints are necessary to describe and deeply
interpret the meanings and symbols. In addition, it
seems to be effective to have a point of view based
on the considerations of the relationships between
the signification of film and the body.?

4. Context 1,2: Days of the Production and the
Release

The man who first asked Riefenstahl to film the
1936 Berlin Olympic Games was not Hitler, but
rather, Carl Diem. At first, she did not agree to make
the film, but she finally concurred after a request
from the Swiss Otto Mayer, Chancellor of the IOC.
It was said that during the making of the film she
was harassed by Goebbels, German Minister of
Propaganda. However, the film was completed with
the overall support of Hitler; therefore, it was inevi-
tably influenced by the existing European atmos-
phere evident before World War Il. This
atmosphere specifically made up the context of the
film. In the film German athletes entered the sta-
dium in military uniform, and the officials, which
included Hitler, wore arm bands marked with swas-
tikas. The Japanese athletes marched with battle
caps because in Japan, earlier in the year, amajor
military affair, namely, the February 26th Incident
had happened. During the premiere of this film in
1940 the war expanded.

As the Riefenstahl chronology shows,?’ she was
recognized by Hitler and her two films of the Nazi
party rallies were admired by film societies world-
wide. It was said that she had changed the documen-
tary style of film making.

At first Hitler was not aware of the political oppor-
tunity that the Olympic Games could provide. But,
after suggestions by Goebbels and others, Hitler
came to understand that these Games were a great
opportunity to demonstrate the political propaganda
of Nazism; subsequently and he thus stressed them
eagerly. Anti-Semitism, which was largely due to
Hitler's racia concept of ‘Aryan’ superiority, was
already prevalent at the time. This racism, Aryan
supremacy, was dependent on Hitler's notion that
the true descendant of the Greeks and their cultural
spirits was the German. He hated the Olympic
Games because non-Aryan and many American
“black auxiliaries’ were active participants.®® It was
reported that there were intense boycott movements
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against the anti-Semitic policy of the Third Reich in
1936 when the Winter Games were held at Gar-
misch-Partenkirchen.??

The idea for the establishment of the Olympic
torch run, with the ‘Olympic Fire,” rose from the
German Propaganda Ministery, and in order to
broadcast this relay, all of the available wireless
forces of the day were employed. Riefenstahl used
this torch run as much of her prologue. She show-
cased the relay route which began in Greece, trav-
elled through many European countries, and finally
reached Berlin. Scene were shot by aerial photo-
graphs, and it was said that the routes of the torch
run were used later on by the German army’s inva-
sion of the Balkan Peninsula. This Olympic torch
run had a symbolic meaning, that the true descendant
of the Greek was pure German, and that “All roads
lead to Berlin.”

5. Reactionsto the Film's Release in Japan

Part |, “ Festival of the Nations” was released in
June, 1940, in Japan, two years later than in Europe.
Initialy, popularity was low, with few film reviews
in Japanese newspapers, but the film rose in popu-
larity as shown in subsequent newspaper film adver-
tisements.*® The film was supported and
recommended by the Japanese Army, Ministry of
Education, and Ministry of Health and Welfare, and
scheduled for an extended showing period. The
film, at the time, was part of the school educational
pro am and amost all students were exposed to
it.>* When Part Il, “ Festival of Beauty” was pre-
miered in December 1940, Part | was still popular.
Part | was awarded the best foreign film prize of the
1940's, as-reported in the famous Japanese film
magazine, Cinema Junpo. In those days everything
was aimed at raising the nation’s fighting spirits, and
Yasujiro Ozu, a well known director, was com-
manded to make awar film by the Japanese Army.

The new “ Festival of the Nations” in the Japanese-
edited version was re-screened in 1974. The popu-
larity of Riefenstahl as a great film director was well
known after World War |1 and, therefore, people
from all around the world were curious to see the
film. Unfortunately, there still existed strong anti-
Nazism, developed from the version of her film seen
in Britain, the United States, and in particular, Ger-
many. In 1972, at the Munich Olympic Games,
Olympia could not be shown on television in Berlin
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for fear of protest. In Japan, with there-evaluation
of her film, numerous roundtable discussions took
place, and a specia issue related to “Olympid’ was
published in a film magazine. In those discussions,
Mr. Yata, one of the Japanese athletes of the Berlin
Olympic Games, talked about events at that time and
the impact of the film. Yam’s comments about the
film were not favourable. He asserted that the retake
of events was profane to the true nature of sport.*
Although the film was not a box office hit, the edited
version received high evaluation as an art work. The
edited version is now readily available for vide-
otapes or laser discs in Japan.

In 1992, when she was 90 years old, Riefenstahl
revisited Japan, 15 years after her initial visit when
the edited version was screened. She was intro-
duced as an “indomitable” female filmmaker and
artist, and she attended the exhibit where her films,
Festival of the Nations, Festival of Beauty, and The
Blue Light were shown. Aswell, a trandlated auto-
hiography and many books in relation to her artistic
career were published and made available. Her in-
terviews on television and in journals provided fur-
ther information helpful to understanding her
original intentions in directing the film.>* The
dominant tone of comments of the media were
somewhat favourable to her, but Japanese journals
of sport science did not report or study this event.

6.The Riefenstahl's Intentions of Filmmaking;
Context 1,2, and Metatext 1,2

6-1. Determination to Make a Film

Riefenstahl had made two propaganda films for
Nazi party ralies, namely, Vitory of Faith (1933)
and Triumph of the Will (1935), according to Hitler's
demands. After the success of these films, Carl
Diem, secretary general of the organizing committee
of the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games, asked her to
make the first officia film of the |IOC. Riefenstahl
was motivated to make the film after she developed
some preliminary thoughts on the matter:

In my mind's eye, | could see the ancient ruins of
the classical Olympic sites slowly emerging from
paths of fog and the Greek temples and sculptures
drifting by: Achilles and Aphrodite, Medusa and
Zeus, Apollo and Peris, and then the discus
thrower of Myron. | dreamed that this statue
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changed into a man of flesh and blood, gradually
starting to swing the discus in slow mation. The
sculptures turned into Greek temple dancers dis-
solving in flames, the Olympic fire igniting the
torches to be carried from the Temple of Zeusto
modern Berlin of 1936 - a bridge from Antiquity
to the present. That was my vision of the pro-
logue to my Olympia. After experiencing these
images, | decided | would make the film...*

The plot of the prologue of Olympia, from ancient
Greece to modern Berlin, echoed Hitler’s racism
through the depiction of Aryans as the true descen-
dants of Ancient Greece and their high cultural
spirits. Riefenstahl produced this scene using the
Greek runner Anatol and the German decathlete,
Erwin Huber as models in order to compose these
images into a lyrical and mythical prologue. Her
interests in the beauty of the body was shown by
superimposing the statues of the Ancient God on the
figure of the modern Aryan athlete, Huber. Se-
quences that could be interpreted as techniques of
montage connecting Ancient Greece to modern Ger-
many were displayed by shots of dancing girls in the
nude turning to flame and then dissolving into a
sacred fire.

6-2. The |deas and the Plots

Riefenstahl’s chief interest was how the Olympic
film could be completed as an art work: “The crucial
issue for me was that my artistic freedom would not
be restricted.”® She always insisted there were no
connections to Nazism or Hitler, or any interest with
political parties, and that her art work should be
interpreted as an independent Text. If one could not
read the spirit of the age, it would be a shallow
interpretation and a non-political standpoint. More-
over, it could be unimaginable for the filmmaker not
to suppose the possibility of the political interpreta-
tions by the viewers.

Actual scenes of the games beginning from the
opening ceremonies involved artistic movements,
positions, and angles. Riefenstahl dug pitsin the
infield of the track to film the athletes from a low
angle for the purpose of keeping the background
calm and plain. She used the sky as the background
to capture its beauty, and to avoid the noisy stands,
advertising, etc. Unfortunately, such filming tactics
caused some inconvenience, such as when Owens
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amost pl unged into one of the pitsin the field after
finishing.* Riefenstahl, in spite of this accident,
persisted in filming from the pits because her aim
was to beautify idealisticaly the athletes®

Riefenstahl filmed the athlete’s body without re-
gard to race, since the bodies of Owens, Sohn, Nahn,
and Tajima, al of whom were not Aryan, were
exemplary in active movements. She said that “Any
content and any material would be available for me,
the most important things as an artist are the tech-
niques and methods to express the beauty from these
materials.*® Riefenstahl steadfastly held this view
even when Goebbels had asked her to omit the
sequences of black athletes from the film.

As mentioned later, with the novel and epoch-mak-
ing devices in those days, and with her origina
filming techniques, she tried to express inner situ-
ations as well, such as loneliness, fatigue, and the
extreme tension of the contestants: “My main con-
cern was how athletes were feeling the contest. |
would like to express the subtlety of the athlete's
mind in connection with body movement.* She
devoted hersdlf to create the artistic images which
could evoke the impressions of the past. She com-
posed, therefore, many retakes and insertions in her
film to accomplish this aim. Part | was mainly
composed of individual events; team sports like
soccer, field hockey, and polo, were filmed in part
Il as editorial sequences. She explained the compo-
sition in the following manner: “The body move-
ments, the changing looks, and the oscillations of
emotions, which are subtle things, will appear more
in individual sports.”*

The realism of many of the retakes are questionable
sinceit is difficult to capture the rea expressions of
tensions, anxieties, and fatigue of the athletes in this
manner. This was particularly evident in retaking
the famous pole vaulting scene where the tensions
and powers lacked the levels that actually occurred
during the event. Also, the marathon race, where the
Japanese athletes, Sohn and Nahn were first and
third, was difficult to compose dramatically as an
artistic image due to its length of more than two
hours. Riefenstahl used techniques that were aimed
at showing the runner's willpower in overcoming
fatigue by shooting at the runner’s feet, to evoke the
loneliness of the runner by filming the shadows of
trees. These shots were impossible to film in the live
race, because these scenes were filmed with the
compact camera hanging from the runner’s neck. It
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is doubtful this film could be viewed as a real docu-
mentary, or as areal drama. For Riefenstahl, her aim
was to capture the aesthetic composition and expres-
sions - not records or outcomes. Her filming re-
corded the aesthetics of the strong and victorious,
not those of the loser.

In her photobook, the aesthetics of the strong were
shown in a shot of the medal ceremony where a
laurel crown was avvarded to the triple jump victor,
Tajima of Japan™ Also, in the Japanese-edited
version, Maehata, the winner of the gold medal in
the women's 200m breaststroke, hung her head lis-
tening to the Japanese national anthem, Kimigayo.
Conversdly, Riefenstahl was thought to misinterpret
the scene where marathon winner Sohn hung his
head on the podium in the honor ceremony, in the
same manner and for the same reason asin Mae-
hata's case. It was said that Sohn, in truth, was
hanging his head bearing the humiliation of puttmg
up with the Japanese national flag and anthem.®

In 1992, at the roundtable meeting in Japan, Rie-
fenstahl stated that her desire was to project the ideal
of the Olympics. It was the peace, friendship, and
ideals continuing from ancient Greece that she
wanted to film. She declared, “| would like to ex-
press such feelings that the winner and the loser
experienced that may develop friendships. Espe-
C|aIIy, the honor ceremonies were |mprve for

e."*® The coverage of the honor ceremonies were
swtable for her - no athletes lower than third place
were involved.

6-3. The Shooting and the Editing

It is said that Riefenstahl was keen on the prepara-
tions to shoot before the Games. She went to Gar-
misch-Partenkirchen with her staff to test the
cameras and films when the Winter Games were
held |n February 1936. But this test ended in fail-
ure.*” Riefenstahl engaged in test shooting during
the German national sports contests in May 1936.
Her attitude to shooting was described in this way:
“One would aso have to be familiar with every
single sport, research its dramatic potential and work
out how to achieve the most effective images.”*
She intensely trained her cameramen so that they
could catch the rapid movements of athletes, thereby
training herself as well.

It was required to develop new shooting techniques
and devices in order to redlize her artistic concerns
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and plans. She and her staff tried new ideas one by
one that were epoch-making and astonished the
filmmakers in those days. For example, the follow-
ing techniques were used: the 600mm telephoto lens
to shoot the close-up of athletes, aeria-photographs
with arplane, air-ship, and balloon for the bird's eye
view, devices to fly the compact camera with bal-
loon, the catapult camera to shoot the runner at full
speed, soundproof hoods for the camera, the high-
speed camera, the underwater camera, holding the
compact camera on the saddle of a horse, the usage
of a motor boat to shoot from a low angle, the shots
of spectators with a compact camera, and so on... In
sum, she used everything to shoot the Olympics
dramatically. There were many failures, neverthe-
less, but every device wastried in order to produce
an artistic film. For these reasons, the costs of
shooting the film were increased dramatically.
Because the rea footage of the Games did not
satisfy Riefenstahl’s artistic interests and concep-
tions, many retakes and insertions were incorpo-
rated. To justify these retakes and insertions, one
could deem them necessary in making the Text.
These artificial treatments reconfirmed her aims and
contentions of this particular style of filmmaking.
Her autobiography indicated the various techniques
used. They include: the sacred fire retaken not at
OIympla s temple but at Delphi using a model,
Anatol.”® This retake showed her attachment to
herself to realize the images which came from her
mind when she agreed to make the film. Small
cameras were used in cross-country equestrian rid-
ing where cameras were put on the saddles of horses
and, in the marathon where they hung on the runners
in training.® To aleviate the darkness of the eve-
ning, filming was done the following day to retake
the pole vault events. Because of the retake the next
day, thls scene did not include the mtensuty of com-
petition.”™ This scene is till popular in Japan, be-
cause two Japanese athletes, Obe and Nishida,
shared second and third places. In the prologue,
dancing girls in front of the temple turned to flame.
Trick filming of a discus thrower, transformed the
statue of Myron into the Aryan athlete, Erwin Huber.
The scene of lighting the sacred fire using the Greek,
Anatol, was taken at amodel of a Dorian temple.
The retakes of the 1500m event in the decathlon
were shot because the race was prolonged till night,
when they could not shoot in darkness. The hammer
throwing scene, interrupted by officials, sub-
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sequently needed to be retaken. Lastly, all an-
nouncements, except Hitler's opening speech of the
Games, were recorded and edited later since the
sounds recorded in the stadium were not utilizable
by the recording techniques existent in those days.*

Riefenstahl herself edited the two films from more
than 40 million meters of footage. She took two
years to edit Olympia, to create her own artistic
conceptions, and to affirm the aesthetic composition
from her standpoint. The philosophy of her editing
was as follows:

The creation of a documentary actually takes
place in the editing room. Creation in this context
means first of al that the architectura design has
to be established. How does the film begin, how
does it end, where are the high points, where are
the major suspense elements and the less dramatic
parts? A crucia factor is the length of the takes,
which can be short or long, thereby determining
the rhythm of the film. Equally decisiveis the
way in which each motion replaces the previous
one. It is like composing music, and just as
intuitive.>®

Riefenstahl decided to complete a sport film, de-
spite her origina inclination to compose only the
aesthetic images, without considering the values of
sport itself. In her composition of gymnastics, sail-
ing, and diving, she did not emphasize the competi-
tive sport aspect but rather the aesthetics and its
rhythmic laws. These aesthetic sequences were
composed in Part |1, Festival of Beauty. Riefen-
stahl’s editing included plot sequences, connecting
scenes, and the use of rhythm. Her editing was
completed using sound effects and timing of the
music to the film footage. The music and sound
effects played by Herbert Windt, were major under-
takingachievements and heightened the impressions
of the film. Riefenstahl immediately took to the
music as she said, “When he played his themes for
me | was very impressed by the wonderful rapport
he had achieved with the Olympic aImoahere, the
way he made everything come alive.”

The narration was post-recorded by two well
known sport announcers from Germany. At this
time in film history, recording techniques could not
be used in original sound recordings. Except for
Hitler's opening speech, al sound effects and narra-
tions were post- recorded and synchronized with
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images. It is said that the breathing of the horses, the
sounds of the athletes' feet, the bouncing of the
hammer in the hammer throw, the noises of the
crowd, indeed every sound effect used in the film
were post recorded with light-on-sound nega-
tives.>° Refenstahl’s philosophy of editing was that
in the documentary film, the images and sounds
were important to take the place of the dialogue. For
these reasons, it could be said that her main purpose
of making the film was to express high quality
artistic images, not necessarily to film records and
competitive outcomes.

6-4. The Contents Expressed

The main content expressed in the prologue was
the spiritual uplift provided by holding the Olympics
in Berlin. The aerial photos and the relay of the
Olympic sacred fires are some examples of how this
spirit was expressed. The scene of enthusiastic spec-
tators cheering the German athletes indicated Ger-
many’s control of the masses, typified in scenes of
the mass-games in front of the stadium.

Hitler appeared in many scenes. He was depicted
not as a powerful dictator who controlled the nation
and who advocated racism and militarism, but as a
typical person cheering the sports events. For exam-
ple, he was filmed while leaning his body enthusi-
astically, while tapping his knees in disappointment.
He was notably disappointed when the last German
runner dropped the baton in women's 400m relay
final. The portrayal of Hitler in this film showed
him as a normal spectator. It could be one of the
functions of ‘hegemony’ by film culture that Hitler
was depicted as an ordinary man. Viewers of the
film unconsciously perceived a positive image of
Hitler, one they naturally believed as true. The
function of hegemony is known as implicit power to
reproduce the culture. No doubt, this was used to
give a favourable impression on Nazism as anti-
propaganda. But this was truly propaganda.

Riefenstahl filmed many activities of non Aryan
athletes, such as American blacks, Japanese, and
others from non-Aryan countries. The United
States, above al, was a country where sensitivity to
the boycott movement of the Berlin Olympics was
evident, and Riefenstahl was not welcome, when she
visited the United States in 1940. Convenient, as
well, for Nazi propaganda was that the athletes of
many nations were shown in such away asto main-
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tain a balance with scenes featuring German ath-
letes.. In this sense, the film title, Festival of the
Nations, was well chosen.

The content of the film, other than the sum of the
competitive outcomes, suited the general spirit of the
public at the time. This could be one of the main
reasons the film was well received by many foreign
countries. It is possible to consider that this tuning
of the spirit was connected to the feeling of images
deeply connected with the viewer's body awareness
at the time. The athletes dynamic bodies composed
from low angle shots were expressed as beautiful
figures of human movement, and accompanied by
the psychologica depictions of various forms of
anxieties, tensions, and releases. These were high-
lighted by techniques of slow motion filming and
close-up shots. For example, one of the excellent
expressions of this film showed Jesse Owens swal-
lowing hard before the start of hisrace. It must be
considered that these shots were not intended to
dramatize the actions or the psychology of the game,
but simply to capture “sport” itself.

The edited sequences of the events in Olympia
were composed irrelevant to the actual schedule of
events. For example, the throwing events followed
the prologue, so that the shot put, discus and javelin
sequences could show the relationship of throwers
with the well proportioned bodies of ancient Greek
sculptures. It could be interpreted that the muscular
bodies of the athletes were suitable metaphors sig-
nifying the descendants of the Greeks depicted in
statues and sculptures. The aesthetics of the victors
were expressed in the scenes of the medal ceremo-
nies. Aswell, their inner expressions were captured
in shots where they watched the trias of their oppo-
nents. In the marathon scene, the shadows of run-
ners and the surrounding grass and trees were
expressed as amotif of the runner’s willpower.

Riefenstahl asserted that most of her interest was
in ‘the beauty of the body’ or ‘the beautiful body,’*’
though, this was most often limited to the winner's
body. For this reason, her art work was named ‘the
aesthetics of the strong.” In her photography book,
Nuba, which was published in 1968, there were
neither children nor elderly. She responded to this
point by saying, “Those who are children and the old
men have no attractiveness as a photographic subject
for me.”*® “My concern is that the body as a thing
transcends for itself just as athing. | will cal this
transcendence the stylization.”>® According to this
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artistic philosophy, she constructed the total design
of the film through her own ideas focusing on re-
takes. Riefenstahl accomplished this by using three
methods: (1) mythical and illusiona bodies in the
prologue; (2) physically dynamic and psychologi-
caly oscillating bodies in individua events; and (3)
aesthetically composed bodies in Festival of Beauty.

7. The Interpretation of the Today’s M eanings
of Olympia: Contex 3 and Metatext 3

7-1. As a Sport Film Culture

The intentions of the filmmaker are reflected in
Context 2 of Olympia. The framework of interpre-
tation of this film needs to be considered. That is,
fist, there is a preconception that this film was a
documentary, so the images in this film must be true.
Second, it is inevitable to reflect Context 3 for the
audience that views the film during the modern age.
To appreciate the two parts of the film as art work,
one must experience such during the spirit of the
Olympics filmed by Riefenstahl. In order to inter-
pret this film fully, it seems that one needs to under-
stand the atmosphere of those days. Only through
this standpoint can one interpret the film from the
same horizon of the time, and fully appreciate the
novel filming and editing techniques during those
times. The techniques used by Riefenstahl are out-
dated today, since sport is now filmed with zoom,
extra-high-speed film, superimposition, etc. Be-
cause techniques are so changeable, the important
message in the interpretation of film culture liesin
the meaning expressed in the film. It must be real-
ized that this meaning is universal, and, thus, tran-
scends the era. For audiences to evaluate and be
affected by it, it is necessary not to see the film
nostalgically, but to see the bodies of athletes mov-
ing dynamically, just as the dynamic nature of sport
itself This standpoint could be considered as the
function of formation and reinforcement of the sport
images in film culture. In the case of the affirmation
that; ‘sport is just like this,” is the reinforcement of
the images, and the case that ‘sport is redlly like this,’
is the formation or the transformation of the images.
In the latter case, it can be named as the ‘function of
enlightenment,” because this function is not re-
stricted to the film, since most images have this
function.
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In Japan during the the Olympic year of 1992,
people who re-watched Olympia, may have experi-
enced nostalgic feelings about the changing sport
situation. This nostalgia may have included some
sentimentalism not to take part in regaining the old
and good sport conditions. On the other hand, the
persuasion, that is, “the sport is like this in itself,”
may unconsciously establish the view of the values
of sport, and this value may be transcended to the
future. These two types of images are made from
the functions as the hegemonic apparatus of film
culture. It is necessary in the hermeneutics of sport
to interpret these two vectors, where two kinds of
sport images could be formed.

7-2. Interpretation According to the Modern
Olympics; Barcelona 1992

In Japan, Olympia was screened three times, and
each time the film was well received. It must not be
overlooked that this film offered opportunities to
rethink modern Olympism and many sport situ-
ations today. The Olympic images filmed by Rie-
fenstahl were frequently cited to show examplesin
many contexts in Japan. First of dl, this film was
cited as the ‘festival of the nations.” The 1992
Barcelona Games were the biggest Olympics in
history. Due to recent international events, such as
the collapse of the Soviet Union and reorganization
of East Europe, the post-Cold War era emerged and
many countries gained independence. One hundred
and seventy two countries participated in the Bar-
celona Games, which signified the ‘festival of the
nations”  Although wars were continued to be
waged based on racia issues, the Barcelona Games
conspicuously symbolized the Olympic ideals, that
is, a festival of peace and friendship.

Second, this film was shown to point out the his-
tory of the 1936 People’'s Olympics or Workers
Games in Barcelona, festivals which ended before
they really began. Those games were planned as a
movement to boycott the 1936 Berlin Games. It is
said that the athletes who had tried to participate in
those Games took part in the Spanish Civil War. In
order to reemphasize the Olympic ideal, Riefen-
stahl’s Olympia was cited to recall the phantom
Barcelona Games in 1936. In contrasting Olympia
with the 1992 Barcelona Games, the deep emotions
which could be evoked when the Olympic Games
were going to be held under peaceful conditions as
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ared ‘festival of the nations’, can aso be realized
from the film.

Third, Olmpia can be associated with the 1992
Barcelona Games as a ‘festival of beauty’ that was
displayed in true meaning during the opening and
closing ceremonies. Part 1l of the film reconfirmed
the beautiful ideal of the Olympics, when the real
‘festival of beauty’ had been held in the ceremonies
of the 1992 Barcelona Games. Barcelona was well
known as an artistic city and region, for example,
many illustrious artists, that is, Miro, Dali, Gaudi,
and so on, appeared. The opening ceremonies
march was decorated with colorful clothes repre-
senting each country and gave rise to an aesthetically
pleasing atmosphere. It could be said that these
Games were the real ‘festival of beauty’ because of
the spectacular pageant re-enacting the birth of Bar-
celona through folk dances and opera shows, etc.,
that were held as forms of entertainment.

The 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games were ad-
mired for the Olympic ideals as the ‘festival of the
nation and beauty’, and helped reconfirm peace and
friendship between nations. On the contrary, Rie-
fenstahl’s film served to show the difference be-
tween the nature of sport in the past and the modern
‘commerciaimpics as mega events as seen in Bar-
celona. Paradoxicaly, it is possible to consider that
her film reflected the universal and unchangeable
ideals of the Olympic Games. Nevertheless, Riefen-
stahl criticized the situations of modern sport as
follows: “Today’s sportsmen have lost sight of the
sensitive expressions of bodies and emotions, adher-
ing too much to the skills, the winning or losing, and
the records. It is disappointing that sporting broad-
casting has become an ordinary affair and, on the
contrary the artistic impressions have been lost.”®
The indication of losing “sensitive expressions’
could apply to both producers and players. These
remarks referred to transformed sport, not from the
nostalgia but, from the artistic susceptibility.

Conclusion

It is easy to criticize Riefenstahl’ s film purely as a
propaganda vehicle. As well, it is also easy to rec-
ognize her film as an officia record of the 1936
Olympics. The film still fascinates people today,
despite the different messages it ddlivers. It is nec-
essary to ask the question, of just “what attractive-
ness the film gtill has.” The main structure of the
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events expressed in Riefenstahl’s films focused on
the compositions consisting of tensions, suspen-
sions, peaks, dynamics, and relief. The crowds, the
sounds of cheering, smiles and griefs on the athletes
faces, all contribute to express this structure of the
film. The beautiful and dynamic bodies of the ath-
letes were focal points in the film. Riefenstahl’s
main concern was the style of beauty, and the mov-
ing bodies of the strong and the winners. These
concerns were aso expressed in the Nuba, as well as
in her writing style in her autobiography. Further,
the structure of the film itself must not be over-
looked. Riefenstahl attempted to express the mov-
ing bodies of athletes through both a problematic
and an attractive film. This could warrant further
study including its historical evaluation.

Further study is necessary and, in particular to
further understand the interpretation of the film and
to better anayze the techniques used. This present
study was necessary to continue the mission and task
of interpretational circles of hermeneutics.
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