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Coubertin’s Ruskianism first biographies of Coubertin which do not show the
influence of Ruskin either? But Ernest Seillière

Arnd Krüger pointed out only the French influences in the midst of
Georg-August-Universität Göttingen the Great War to demonstrate the important role of

France in the world12 and Andre Senay and Robert
Introduction Hervet were more concerned with ritual and the

T
pedagogical side of the work of Coubertin than with its

he influence of John Ruskin on Pierre de artistic or economical.13

Coubertin has never been dealt with in detail.
According to Norbert Müller, Ruskin was one of the Donald Masterson relates Coubertin’s interest in the
personalities that influenced Coubertin the most,1 a arts and as Ruskin, his faith in working-men, but he
“principal inspiration,”2 but Müller dealt with Ruskin’s only concludes that there should be again Olympic art
actual role only in a small paragraph in the edition of competitions without going into any detail on Ruskin
Coubertin’s works. In Müller’s monograph on the or quoting any of his works.14 By his argument that art
Olympic Congresses he goes into more detail about and sport have their origin in ritual,15 he misses the
Ruskin, but does not really follow up the Englishman point Ruskin is making in his theory when he is
either.3 Yves-Pierre Boulogne acknowledges that assuming that labour is the basis of things.i6 But
“there is a tendency today to under-estimate the Ruskin and Coubertin recommended the education of
influence of John Ruskin (1819 - 1900) on the the working man, and both gave lessons in institutions
Christian and democratic elites.”4 Boulogne, then went that were concerned with the education of the worker.17

on to show that Coubertin took the idea of the Olympic
Art competitions from the British theoretician of The International Olympic Academy could be another
aesthetics, John Ruskin, Slade Professor of Art place where the study of Ruskin and Coubertin might
Criticism, at Oxford. But Ruskin had many facets, have played a role. But he is not in the bibliography of
from political economy to art and art criticism -- and it the papers of the first 25 years of the Academy.18

seems as though Müller and Boulogne have only Durry analyzed the role of fine arts in the history of the
looked at Ruskin the art critic, and Ruskin the Olympic Games -- but does not point at any role for
aesthetic,5 and left out the political and economic Ruskin.19 Later he mentions at least Coubertin’s
dimension. I will show that Coubertin seemed to have Ruskinism, but did not go into any detail.20 Nikolaos
taken all of Ruskin into account. Nissiotis, who dominated Olympic philosophical

thought for a long time, was very eloquent on behalf of
Allen Guttmann does not mention Ruskin at all in his the inclusion of aesthetic elements in the Olympic
The Olympics. History of the Modern Games.6 John Games, but he never looked at Ruskin’s influence.21

MacAloon does not bring him into contact with Fernand Landry was more concerned with the practical
Coubertin, but mentions him only as an art critic who outcome of Coubertin’s notions of the arts and sport
was discontent in his early work with the mixing of art than with the theory behind it, and so he leaves out the
and industry.7 John Lucas -- although he has been role of the beautification of the Games in a Ruskian
concerned early on with the “Beauty of Olympism”8 -- sense.22 The Cologne Carl-Diem-Institute, which tried
fails to take the writing of Ruskin into account in his to codify Coubertin’s Olympic Thought, does not have
The Future of the Olympic Games. Is this why Lucas Ruskin on its list. Is the English theoretician not part of
has so little understanding for the role of the Olympic thought?23 Modern aesthetics does not have
beautification of the modern Olympics?9 Although space for Ruskin in the context of sport either.24 The
Louis Callebat mentions many influences on Coubertin, Socialist world did not have a space for Ruskin in an
he does not have Ruskin on his list either.10 It is Olympic context.25 This is not surprising as Ruskin
understandable that Richard Mandell does not cite was considered by his contemporaries, a Christian
Ruskin, either, as the latter seems to have had an Socialist of some sort, in favour of cooperatives, often
influence on Coubertin particularly after the turn of the using a language similar to Karl Marx26 -- although he
century, a time with which Mandell ends his study.11 was having a distinctly different economic theory with
Could it be that all these authors were influenced by the far more emphasis on individualism, land ownership,
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and beauty, giving also for a long time considerable and the Olympic movement can be looked at in two
authority to the Church.27 fields: (1) The inclusion of the Arts into the Olympic

Games and (2) the beautification of the Games
In my own early work I was so concerned with the themselves. While in the first field Coubertin had to
educational efforts of Coubertin, with his work outside rely on artists, he spent a lot of time on the second one
the Olympic arena, that I overlooked the influence of himself. But before I go into these influences, I will
Ruskin, too.28 Of course, I had read what Coubertin give a short biography of John Ruskin, as I do not
had written about him,29 but Coubertin had been assume that he is that well known in the context of the
influenced by so many people,30 that I did not follow up history of sport.40 There is, however, an ever
that lead either. It is only due to the influence of increasing amount of literature on Ruskin, even a
Synthia Slowikowski31 that I started to look at the special Ruskin Newsletter published by the Ruskin
Olympic Games in a postmodern sense and by this Association. I will not go here into the question of
came back to Ruskin. Ruskin’s influence on other than Coubertin. The list

would be too long. For his influence on American
I do not want to go into the details of the Olympic thought, one might turn to the excellent study by Roger
Games in a postmodern context, as I have done this Stein.41

elsewhere,32 but I would like to have a closer look at
Coubertin’s Ruskianism as in the current literature John Ruskin
about Coubertin John Ruskin is obviously not
sufficiently dealt with. And the literature on Ruskin John James Ruskin (1785 -- 1864) married his cousin
does not seem to mention Coubertin and the Olympic Margaret Cock (1781--1871) in 1818. One year later
Games at all, as it is largely an influence that occurred their only son, John, was born on February 8. Their
after Ruskin’s death in the year 1900. family had a background in inn-keeping, operating for

a long time The King’s Head in Croydon. They were
We do not know what Coubertin actually knew about English, although some branches of the family lived for
Ruskin. Ruskin wrote an enormous amount on a wide some time in Edinburgh. In 1815 John James started
variety of subjects. His Works contain 39 volumes.33 an import business of sherries as the active partner of
When Coubertin’s library was auctioned, he did not Ruskin, Telford et Domecq. John James experimented
have a book by him or directly on him,34 there were, with shapes of bottles, wine labels, to find out how his
however, plenty of books on the history of art and on wine achieved the highest price. He can be considered
political economy which included the role of Ruskin.35 an economic genius, one of the inventors of trademarks
On the other hand, Ruskin was much discussed in when they could not be registered, of brand names
France between 1895 and 1914, particularly after his when things were sold as a kind. He learned that
death, i.e. between the turn of the century and World beautification permits a considerable profit -- and made
War I, his main works had been translated into French so much money that his family, including his son John,
and Coubertin’s English friends certainly knew was well off.
Ruskin.36 Coubertin published in journals that also
carried articles which were important for the reception According to their biographers, Margaret was the more
of Ruskin in France.37 Just before Coubertin mentioned strong-willed of the parents,42 so strong that it had a
Ruskin for the first time, La Grande Encyclopédie long-lasting influence on the life of their son John.
carried a lengthy article on Ruskin and made his D.H. Lawrence compares him with the heroes in his
activities -- including those in political economy - Sons and Lovers: “When they come to manhood, they
known to the French intellectual elite.38 Coubertin was can’t love, because their mother is the strongest power
probably much impressed by the public notion that in their lives, and holds them... It is a great tragedy ...
Ruskin “had reconciled England with Beauty, It’s the tragedy of thousands of young men in
reconciled Protestantism with the Catholique England... I think it was Ruskin’s.”43

celebrations, reconciled luxury with democracy.”39

When John was four years old, his parents moved from
On the whole the influence of Ruskin on Coubertin London to Herne Hill (four miles south of London)
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where he spent his youth. He published his first poems
when he was eleven (Iteriad, more than 2000 lines
long, after a visit to the Lake District). He made his
first extended tour to the continent with his parents
when he was 14. At 15 he published his first longer
piece of prose (“On the causes of the Colour of the
Water of the Rhine”) and had three articles in the
prestigious Magazine of Natural History; at 16 he was
for the first time in Venice, a town he visited eleven
times, and would make such a difference in his life.44

At 18 he entered Christ Church, Oxford University, as
a Gentleman Commoner (a status normally reserved for
nobility). His mother followed him to Oxford and
expected him for tea daily (sometimes he avoided
going), his father coming to the university town for the
weekend. Ruskin had mainly been prepared for
university at home; he was fluent in Latin and Greek,
but with a wide variety of interests. He knew much of
the Bible by heart -- and allusions to the Bible made
much of the charm of his language.45 At age 19 he
published his first monograph, The Poetry of
Architecture. At his 21st birthday he received an
annual income from his parents of £ 200, became a
Fellow of the Geological Society, and met Turner (his
father had a large Turner collection). John Ruskin
would, in time, publish much about Turner’s paintings,
and defended him in Modern Painters against
criticism.46 Ruskin had a physical breakdown which
made him interrupt his university studies. Finally, he
went again with his parents to Italy to overcome his
illness.

The following year, 1841, he completed his Oxford
degree. In 1843 he published the first volume of
Modern Painters, which did not yet establish him as a
major force in the study of aesthetics, as his theories
therein were very much against the current of public
opinion. In fact, he published it under a pseudonym.
In 1845, he made his first continental tour without his
parents, and the following year he published volume
two of Modern Painters. In 1848 he married Effie
Gray (nine years younger than himself); six years later
their marriage was annulled as John’s parents often
intruded in his family life. In 1849 he published the
Seven Lamps of Architecture, spent his summer in the
Alps with his parents (without his wife), and the winter
in Venice (with his wife). In 1850 he published his first
book of poems and The King of the Golden River. The

following year brought the publication of The Stones of
Venice(volume l), and in 1853, volumes 2 and 3. He
also started his first public lectures, which he published
the following year (Lectures on Art and Paintings). It
shocked many of his friends when in 1854 he started to
lecture in the Working Men’s College.47 His
association with Rossetti and the pre-Raphaelites is
from the same year.48

In 1855, he began the annual series of the Academy
Notes; the following year he published Modern
Painters, vols. 3 and 4. His many skills became most
obvious in the following year when his The Elements of
Drawing was simultaneously published with his The
Political Economy of Art, which established him also
as a major thinker in the field of sociology and
economy -- but with theories that were not at all
accepted by his peers at first. The following year he
met Rose La Touche, to whom he proposed marriage
eight years later.49 In 1860 he published Modern
Painters, vol. 5 and four essays on political economy in
Cornhill Magazine (published in book form as Unto
this Last) and the year after, more essays in Fraser’s
(which were published later as Munera Pulveris).

The years 1859-60 can be seen as a division in his life.
In the first part of his life he was more concerned with
art work; in the following years, with social work. The
fascinating thing about his life is, however, that his
theoretical work contained a lot of practical application
and his practical, a lot of theory.50 This is why he did
not only publish about art, but produced also many
drawings, wrote about political economy, and
eventually founded an utopian community. He wrote
about the beautification of things, and eventually
founded his own publishing house to produce his books
by hand at a very high price. In all cases he was
willing to improve on his theories by what he learned
in his practical work.

When his essays in Cornhill Magazine met with
complete rejection -- the readers accepted him as an art
critic but not as a political thinker and strongly resented
his brand of socialism at the time -- what was Ruskin’s
reaction? In the Introduction to the book version he
pointed out: “The four following essays were published
eighteen months ago in the Cornhill Magazine, and
were reprobated in a violent manner, as far as I could
hear, by most of the readers they met with. Not a whit
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the less, I believe them to be the best, that is to say the died, he bought a new home -- for the first time, one
truest, rightest worded and most serviceable things I exclusively his. He also spent a lot of money
have ever written.” Needless to say, he spent the rest endowing the Ruskin School of Drawing at Oxford.
of his life to prove it.

Ruskin published more art books in the following
His political economy was strongly influenced by years. In 1875 Rose died and Ruskin started to
Thomas Carlyle and by the Christian Socialists,51 but he experiment with spiritualism, claiming he received
took many examples from the field of art production “messages” from her. In 1876 he became involved in
and from what he had learned at home in the wine the struggle to hinder the construction of a railway line
trade.52 His resentment of Manchester liberalism53 was through the Lake District. In 1878 he established the
later taken over by many others, but his particular Guild of St. George, the club for the readers of Fors,
economic theory that includes beautv of products but who followed the teachings of their Master.64 The
also of landscape as an integral part of national wealth Guild planned to buy land in England and to train as
can only be appreciated very recently in view of the many English as possible to start what may be called a
ecological crisis as highly sensible.54 Ruskin is utopian society, an English Eden.65 In the same year he
therefore also considered one of the driving forces suffered a severe mental breakdown. He resigned the
behind the English55 (and consequently many other56) professorship the year after when he lost a libel suit and
Arts and Crafts movements and was also in favour of concluded that he could not be an art critic under such
garden towns,57 ideas that were followed up later, for conditions. Although he suffered more attacks of
instance, in Germany and Holland.58 His notion that mental instability he was reappointed Slade professor
the worker should be responsible for the output of his in 1883, delivered lectures published as The Art of
work, and not just for a single part, was directed against England, later published as The Pleasures of England
the Taylorism of his time. It has also been only very
recently accepted by factories like Volvo that better In 1885 he resigned the professorship again as he
products with much higher quality translates into protested the vivisection at Oxford. The first sections
happier and therefore more productive workers, that is, of his last work, Praeterita, appeared, and his mental
if you have skilled craftsmen responsible for their condition deteriorated. In 1888, he made his last tour
products -- by job rotation and small working groups, to the continent, the following year the last sections of
rather than a complete division of labor. For Ruskin it Praeterita were published. In 1890 a volume of his
was not the “division of labour, but rather the division letters appeared. The last eleven years of his life he
of men” that had to be overcome.59 From the wine spent in his home at Brantwood where Joan and Arthur
trade he knew that a well decorated piece can fetch a Severn took care of him and admitted many guests to
much higher price than a simple one, that on the open visit the aging Master. John Ruskin died on January
market governed by supply and demand, it is always 20, 1900.
sensible to keep the supply side short, so that one could
get a fair price.6o Ruskin was one of the more controversial figures of his

time.66 He was much discussed during his lifetime, and
In 1864 John Ruskin’s father died, a fact that made him few did not have an opinion, one way or the other, on
a rich man. Apart from the $20,000 he made per year his strongly formulated beliefs.67 It has been
in royalties from his books and public lectures, he characteristic of him that he did not present a complete,
inherited a house and a fortune in the sherry trade.61 “perfect” theory, but one could see how it developed
He continued to be a most productive writer in many piece by piece68 -- and in this it may rightfully be said,
fields, from which he was named Slade Professor of resembled even Coubertin. He used strong language to
Fine Arts at Oxford University in 1869, one of the first make his point, and was active in many fields. Even
chairs for art criticism in England.62 The same year he his critics praised his language which influenced
published a study about the prices art pieces were generations of writers.69 Ruskin’s ideas became so well
fetching at Christie ’s. From 1871 to 1884 he published known in England that from 1851 onward Ruskinism
Fors Clavigera, a journal which gave him an exclusive was used as a noun, later his name was used also as a
platform for his political ideas.63 When his mother verb to Ruskinize (from 1880 onward), as an adjective
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Ruskinesque etc.70 It should also not be overlooked time. It appears that Coubertin only learned about the
that much of Ruskin’s thought was so “prophetic”71 that theories of Ruskin in any detail by preparing for the
much of its actual impact has become visible today. conference (through the Grande Encyclopédie?78)and,

at or after the conference that took place in 1906 and
The Inclusion of the Arts into the Olympics which was attended almost entirely by the French.

Considering the short notice for the meeting and
It is uncertain when Coubertin started to think about the Coubertin’s inability to meet anybody’s traveling
inclusion of artistic competitions into the Olympic expenses it is not surprising that this was almost
Games. Müller claims that this was in 1904. He quotes entirely a national meeting of the International Olympic
Coubertin: Committee. The short notice for the invitation also

points to the assumption that Coubertin only started to
Now the moment has come when we be more concerned about the inclusion of the Arts in
enter a new phase and intend to conjunction with the Athens Intermediate Games (April
reestablish the original beauty of 22 - May 2, 1906).
Olympic Games. In the high times
of Olympia ... the fine arts were As Coubertin was more concerned with education than
combined harmoniously with the with the arts, he may or may not have taken notice of
Olympic Games to create their glory. Ruskin. But it is certain that Ruskin was discussed at
This is to become reality once the advisory conference, as his theories about the value
again.72 and use of art were en vogue in France at the time.79

Ruskin was, for the French readers at the time, more
Unfortunately, the quote is neither contained in the than an expert for mere aesthetics; Ruskin had always
article given as the source, nor in the article from Le been popular in France: an art critic of the highest
Figaro on the date cited by Müller.73 Boulogne copies order, a poet willing to take social and political
Müller in this erroneous quote, although he should have responsibility and publish not only in his original field
known better as in his own bibliography he has the but write also what the French soon termed la Bible de
article at least at the proper date.74 The quote is l ‘economie politique.8 0 Why should Coubertin consider
contained in Coubertin’s 21 Year Sport Campaign, Ruskin anything less after he started to consider
where he stated that he wrote this immediately Ruskinism as an option for the Olympic Games?
following the London IOC-Meeting (June 20 - 22,
1904) for the Le Figaro.75 But this quote is not from The conference recommended -- as Coubertin had
any of Coubertin’s editorials in the Le Figaro in 1904, planned -- the inclusion of five arts events in the
1905 or 1906.76 The question is, therefore, still open Olympic Games.81 Only after Coubertin’s resignation
from what time exactly Coubertin started to be really as President of the IOC were these original
concerned about the inclusion of the Arts in the competitions split into smaller, more precise
Olympic program? Even if it was 1904, he did not do categories. 8 2 The competitions came at too short a
anything about it until 1906. notice for 1908 in London,83 but were started in, 1912:

and continued until the Olympic Games of 1948.
In a circular letter to the IOC members dated April, Originally they consisted of: Architecture (Gold medal,
1906 Coubertin invited them all to an advisory 1912. Monod/Laverière for their building plan of a
conference at the Comédie Française, 23 through 25 modern stadium); Sculptures (Gold medal, 1912:
May 1906 (after the Athens Intermediate Games), to Winans: (An American Trotter84); Painting and
discuss “with which measures and in which formed the Graphic Arts (Gold medal, 1912: Pellegrini: Winter
Arts and Letters can participate in the celebration of the Sports); Music (Gold medal, 1912: Bathelemy: Olympic
modern Olympic Games, and in general, how they can triumphal march); Literature (Gold medal, 1912:
become part of sport to help enoble it.”77 Coubertin: Ode to sport).8 5

In our context, it is interesting to note that prior to the There is nothing in Ruskin that suggests he was in
conference Coubertin did not mention Ruskin a single favour of any competitions for art. He was reluctant to
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accept the judgment of art critics and was concerned
with the market for the arts. He never published on
music. It is very far fetched to assume that the
Olympic competitions of the Arts have anything to do
with Ruskinism. The word had a different meaning.86

If it is not Ruskinism, what are the Olympic Arts
competitions? I assume Hans Lenk was right when he
put this under the heading of Coubertin’s  revival of the
ancient Olympic Ganes.87 This also seems to be much
closer to Coubertin’s own interpretation, who wanted
the well rounded athletes according to the Greek ideal
and the well rounded games. “It was no accident that
literary men and artists assembled at Olympia around
the ancient sports.”88 He also advocated to bring them
together again in modern times. Artists should watch
athletes in training, e.g., as models, and the ancient
gymnasium should be rebuilt to have artists and
athletes side by side.89 But Coubertin was sufficiently
self-critical to accept, after the end of his involvement
in the Olympic movement, that his efforts to recreate
not only Olympia but also Delphi had failed.90

The Beautification of the Olympic Games

If the Arts competitions have next to nothing to do with
Ruskinism, what about the beautification of the
Games? Here we are at the heart of Ruskinism, not
only because Coubertin defined it like this,91 but also
because this is the essence of the political economy of
Ruskin. For Ruskin, matters had to be beautiful to have
a more unique value. To what extent did Coubertin
know and accept Ruskin, not only as an aesthetic but
also as a political economist? Coubertin at least
mentions that he had read Ruskin’s works. He also
read about Ruskin.92 He resented that Ruskin did not
include eurythmics in his Gesamtkunstwerk which for
Coubertin included expression through movement.93

For Coubertin the French styles of previous epochs best
represented such unity of form, color, and style. He
was therefore discussing whether things should not to
be all done in the styles of Louis XV or XVI.94

But as far as Ruskin goes, Coubertin was in tune with
him. The Arts and Crafts movement which has often
been used as being synonymous for putting decorations
on everything, is the basis of Coubertin’s thinking. He
was spending a lot of time considering the decorations
in the sport stadia, with flags, garlands, emblems and
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use of actual sporting implements. He pondered how
this sort of decoration could best to be achieved, not
only in the opening and closing ceremony, but
throughout the Games. It is in this context that he
invented the Olympic flag which was shown for the
first time at the celebration of the twentieth
anniversary of the Olympic movement in 1914, and
used for the first time for the Olympic Games of 1920
in Antwerp.9 5 He was discussing the best form of
trophies, assuming that the sporting implement itself
would be a good trophy if properly adorned. But he
accepted that what was correct for a foil or discus did
not work for a canoe or a skiff.96 For others at the time,
trophies were viewed as part of the question of
amateurism, which put emphasis on the financial value
of the price97 -- Coubertin, however, was concerned,
just like Ruskin, with the beauty. The value would
come by itself.

He also considered how best to build the stadium to
have the Games set in the most splendid environment.
How should you construct the tribunes to assure the
best view - and have the most aesthetic ensemble? In
this context he even used se ruskinianiser as an
intransitive verb, so familiar had he become of the
concepts of Ruskin.9 8 What does he mean with the
verb: The eye accustoms itself to the constant
beautification of things to avoid straight lines (like
many stadia are) and put matters in the proper
proportions and colors, to beautify so as to increase its
value.99

Coubertin was also aware of the fact that what is a
proper decoration in one country may not to be so
proper in another. Coubertin, who had traveled a great
deal though many countries, discussed his experiences
in a transcultural context. He used as one example, the
flower and reef decorations in Greece, and said that, to
him, as a Frenchman, they gave the impression of a
funeral. He recommended that one should find styles
that are generally acceptable. For the same reason he
did not like cypresses in the stadium as they made it
look like a funeral home.l00 Looking at “fine” national
differences, Coubertin keenly sought international
understanding.101

Coubertin thought about night events under flood
lights, events in the light of lanterns (all in the same
color), about fire works (not to to be done during the
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competitions as that would draw the attention away Coubertin’s time but of the Games of today. We may
from the athletes), the use of electrically illuminated then ask questions with Ruskin, like: Why are the
flowers, Bengalese fires, torches. All these light effects Olympic Games such a marketable commodity? Has
were used by Coubertin as a means of decoration in the beautification of the Olympic Games - that
which he invested a lot of thought.102 Finally, he Coubertin favored as Ruskinisation and put a lot of
proposed marches, ceremonies like the Olympic time and thought into -- led directly into the chances to
oath,103 and the unity of sight and sound -- and no more market the Games so efficiently?112 Are Ueberroth and
than one speaker, in an effort to keep the verbal part Samaranch -- who stress the exclusivity of sponsorship
integrated into action as short as possible.104 to provide a unified and “beautiful” image of the

Games -- closer to Coubertin via Ruskin than John
The organizers of the Olympic Games have followed Lucas and others who resent their (post)modern
Coubertin’s lead and have attempted to make the commercialsim?113 We may also ask whether
Olympic Games something special, more than the mere Coubertin did not want the commercial success of the
assembly in one place at one time many world Olympic Games and their ability to achieve such a high
championships. Coubertin tried to revive the religio market value. Ruskin would certainly have seen it as
athletae of antiquity to make the Games more solemn, a proof for his economic theories - but did Coubertin
not only on the side of the organization, but also for the really understand them?
participants.105 Coubertin was concerned that Ruskin
had not included sport into the “eurhythmics”106 of his Let us assume for a moment that he did, when he
aesthetic and political theory, as for the founder of the beautified the Olympic Games. Jean Beaudrillard is
Olympic movement the athlete in his unity of motion, one of the dominant writers to discuss postmodernism
plastic form of the body and expression in the as post-industrialism in the cultural sphere. He is
beautified Olympic Games played a major role. The particularly concerned with the transition from
sporting event should exhibit unity between the athlete “industrial capitalism” to “consumer capitalism” in
and the spectator, with the surroundings, the culture. And exactly here the influence of John Ruskin
decoration, the landscape, etc. Coubertin attempted plays its role. His life and beauty-oriented capitalism
such a noble Gesamtkunstwerk.107 Although Ruskin (although it contains also bitter critiques of capitalism)
had gone to Oxford which was the athletic hotbed of extends from the fields of the arts and culture,114 to
the times, he never acquired an interest in sports; he consumption, like the sherry trade his father made his
resented Alpine mountaineering -- one of the favorites money in. 115 Isn’t this already a consumer capitalism
of the day -- as “they had turned the majesty of Nature that the other theoreticians of the time tried to avoid so
into a race track.”108 ardently when they assumed that their theory should

not apply to the arts?116 For Beaudrillard, it is
Conclusion important to note that we do not only consume

products, but signs as well.117

Voir loin, parler franc, agir ferme was one of
Coubertin’s life mottoes.109 If he was willing to evoke In yet another field -- which is the basis for the
Ruskin, put all of his efforts under the aegis of his Olympic Games as a post-modern thrill - Ruskin can to
theory,110 we can safely assume that he knew what he be seen as one of the important forerunners:
was doing and why he was doing it, as he was talking Postmodernism is characterized by the lack of
frankly about it and acted firmly. Why can we not trust distinction between “high” and “low” cultures. 118 This
him that here, too, he was looking into the future as it can also to be regarded as being propagated first by
says in his motto? John Ruskin, who claimed: “All that men do

ingeniously is art, in one sense... For, strictly speaking,
If, on the other hand, we assume with Landow that there is no such thing as ‘fine’ or ‘high’ art. All art is
Ruskin’s “criticisms of society, his interpretations of a low and common thing, and what we indeed respect
art, his readings of literature remain valid ... continue to is not art at all, but instinct or inspiration expressed
apply and will apply for some time to come,”111 we with the help of art.”119 The postmodern approach is,
have to look not just at the Olympic Games of however, also one of the reasons for the successful
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commodification of the Olympic Games. 1894-1994,. Lausanne: IOC, 1994, p.70.
4. Yves-Pierre Boulogne, “The Presidencies of

I would therefore like to throw the stone into the pond Demetrius Vikelas and Pierre de Coubertin,” in: The
and advance the idea that the Olympic Games are the International Olympic Committee -- One Hundred
splendid postmodern phenomenon they are because Years: The Ideas -- The Presidents -- The
Coubertin attempted to Ruskinize them towards being Achievements, Lausanne: IOC, 1994, vol. 1, p.200.
such a spectacle. For Ruskin, the best artist was the 5. The tendency to look at Ruskin, the aesthetic, is
one who not only put his skill into a matter, but also his wider distributed in France than in England, but
heart (“hand and heart”120) and his emotion. For Coubertin was sufficiently anglophile to look at both
Coubertin, this meant that the athlete was also an artist sides of Ruskin. See for instance, Pierre Fontaney,
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