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Fascism on the World Stage: Visualizing the Power of Nazi 

Aesthetics at the Berlin Olympiastadion 
Erin Inglis 

Aesthetics influence the way we see the world, but their power extends far beyond the 

superficial. We tend to imagine works of art as existing somehow separately from the artists (and 

ideologies) that create them, but as James E. Young asserts in his article “The Terrible Beauty of 

Nazi Aesthetics,” such thinking can have, and historically has had, dangerous consequences. 

Young considers the atrocities committed by the Nazis as having been driven by a “highly 

refined aesthetic sensibility” which was then “enacted … at every level of politics and policy.”
1

The fascist ideology that gradually found a foothold among the German population in the 1930s 

was partially developed by the aesthetics employed by the Nazi Party to make these policies of 

racial segregation and imperial conquest appear desirable. Art and architecture became a way for 

the Nazis to repackage their ugly beliefs as something objectively beautiful, and a subtle yet 

effective way to communicate their vision of an ideal Germany to the masses—one which 

George Mosse writes “reflected the needs and hopes of contemporary society.”
2
 While a great

deal of these Nazi aesthetics have since been destroyed, there are, perhaps surprisingly, several 

lasting remnants of their artistic and architectural ideals scattered throughout the country. The 

Berlin Olympiastadion is one of the most famous and controversial of these remnants, having 

played such an integral role in the Nazis’ propaganda campaign for the 1936 Olympic Games. It 

was here that the grandeur of their regime was put on display for the world to see. This paper 

will analyse the aesthetics of the Berlin Olympiastadion within the framework of Young’s article 

in order to illuminate the way in which the “terrible beauty” of Nazi aesthetics could have such a 

significant historical impact. 

The 1936 Berlin Olympic Games presented the Nazi government with an opportunity for 

persuasive propaganda. The responsibility of hosting the Games was initially perceived as a 

burden when the Nazis came to power in 1933. The International Olympic Committee had 
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chosen Berlin as the host city for the Eleventh Olympiad in 1931, when Germany was still 

governed by the Weimar Republic. Considering their distaste for multinationalism, and the fact 

that the Olympics were regarded by the Nazi press as “ ewish international enterprises,”
3
 there 

were naturally many in the Party that wanted to cancel the Games. Hitler himself was 

outspokenly opposed to the modern Olympic movement in the years leading up to his ascension 

as chancellor, but began to funnel a great deal of money and resources into preparations for the 

Games once he had gained power. What changed? Roger Abrams writes that Hitler’s Minister of 

Propaganda,  oseph Goebbels, “convinced him that the Olympics offered the new regime a 

world stage on which to demonstrate the efficacy of the Nazi’s political and racist vision. The 

huddled masses around the globe would learn how the Nazis had eliminated poverty in Germany 

and renewed Teutonic pride and patriotism.”
4
 The Games acted as an exhibition of Germany’s 

economic success, and as such the Nazi government spared no expense in the construction of the 

Olympiastadium: the total cost is estimated to have been over 27 million Reichsmarks. This 

arena would be seen by the whole world, and it was important to Hitler that it reflected his 

aesthetic vision for the future of the Reich. 

 

 The size of the Olympiastadion was important for the intended aesthetic effect on those 

who attended the Games. The new Reichssportfeld (German: Reich sports field) was initially 

planned to be a renovation of the old Deutsches Stadion: an arena designed by Otto March for 

the 1916 Games which were cancelled due to the outbreak of the First World War. The early 

stadium had a maximum capacity of 30,000. Werner and Walter March, his sons, had been 

tasked with the refurbishment of the old stadium, but Hitler’s aesthetic ambitions hinged on the 

stadium’s capacity being far, far greater.
5
 Under Hitler’s instruction, the March brothers designed 

an entirely new stadium “to accommodate over 100,000 spectators with room for 250,000 in the 

staging area outside. The 325-acre Reich Sport Field would also include a swimming stadium, a 

riding field, an open-air theatre, an enlarged gymnasium, a large administration building, and a 
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243-foot bell tower holding a specially designed Olympic Bell.”
6
 Young explains that Hitler’s 

“monumental aesthetic,” his appreciation for enormous buildings and cacophonous rallies, 

served an important function for the dissemination of his fascist ideology.
7
 The “elaborately 

choreographed spectacles and pageants” staged by the Nazis, Young writes, “could reduce the 

individual to insignificance, thereby making all appear as one.”
8 

When standing among a roaring 

crowd of tens or even hundreds of thousands of people, “the individual seemed helpless to act”
9
 

outside of the collective mentality.
 
The individual’s own beliefs, ambitions, and point of view 

becomes momentarily meaningless, as the grandiose Nazi spectacle “denies the multiplicity of 

experience and forces all to adopt one vision of the world as their own.”
10

 The Olympiastadion, 

then, was designed to simulate this de-individualising effect on spectators, uniting the German 

people through a common ambition to see their countrymen succeed in athletic competition. 

 

 The Nazis’ beliefs about racial supremacy were worked into the very fabric of the 

Olympiastadion, from the intention behind its façade to the policies which governed its 

construction. Werner March’s original design for the stadium was “a modern structure of 

concrete and glass,”
11

 but Hitler disapproved of the functionalist façade, “instead calling in his 

chief architect Albert Speer to redraw the plans and cover the concrete with natural rock for a 

more classical look.”
12

 The stadium’s exterior was remodeled in a neoclassical style to inspire a 

comparison with the Colosseum in Rome: towering columns were erected to wrap the arena, and 

the true appearance of its foundations hidden under pale archaic bricks.
13

 The stadium’s carefully 

curated appearance was highly symbolic, right down to the limestone that encased it, as the Nazi 

regime reportedly “considered it the original German stone.”
14

 The assimilation of ancient 

aesthetics into the plans for the Olympiastadion was a crucial part of the Nazi political agenda, as 

Hitler wanted to establish a connection between the great empires of antiquity and the 

contemporary German empire. Abrams writes that aesthetic tactics were employed to tie “the 
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German Volk of the twentieth century to the ancient Greeks of legend, especially to the 

militaristic Spartans.”
15

 The narrative perpetrated by Nazi propaganda was that “the ultimate 

decay of the Greek nation … stemmed directly from its failure to maintain and protect racial 

purity, a fault the Nazis would not emulate.”
16

 The awe-inspiring size and façade of the 

Olympiastadion necessitated a great deal of labourers to complete its construction: by the 

summer of 1935, the stadium had become a large-scale public works project and there were over 

2000 workers employed to work on it. Despite being consistently behind schedule and in need of 

more workers, “construction companies were forced to hire only ‘complying, non-union workers 

of German citizenship and Aryan race’” to work on the stadium.
17

 The cultivation of Nazi 

aesthetics was a difficult, time-consuming, and costly endeavour, but one which the Party 

prioritised because of the invaluable indoctrinating effect they knew it could have. 

 

 Beyond the stadium itself, the art created for and exhibited during the Olympic Games at 

the Olympiastadion was similarly aligned with the Nazi aesthetic. The statues that adorned the 

Maifeld (German: Mayfield) and the surrounding Olympiagelände (German: Olympic grounds) 

paired symbols of antiquity with symbols of German imperialism and the supremacy of the 

Aryan race. George Mosse notes that twentieth-century fascist regimes had a common tendency 

to incorporate neoclassicism into their aesthetics, because “the rediscovery of classical antiquity 

in the eighteenth century set a standard of beauty which never lost its attraction for the educated, 

who in Germany and Italy—but elsewhere as well—saw it as their own particular heritage. They 

valued classical beauty of form, whether of the human body or, to a lesser extent, of official 

architecture, as close to the sublime.”
18

 The stylised Olympic sculptures were created by 

contemporary artists Karl Albiker (“Discus Throwers” and “Relay Runners”), Joseph Wackerle 

(“Horse Tamer”), and Willy Meller (“German Nike”), who were commissioned by the 

government to create them for display at the Games. These artists had already made names for 

themselves in the years leading up to the Eleventh Olympiad, and the exhibition of their work on 

the Reichssportfeld showcased the artistic skill of these native German sculptors for all to see. 

The “Discus Throwers” and “Relay Runners” invoke characteristics of heroic realism through the 
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depiction of idealised human forms, each glorified in pairs rather than on their own individual 

pedestals.
19

 These paired figures symbolize the importance of national cameraderie, emphasizing 

shared glory rather than individualistic accolaides. The “Horse Tamer,” depicting a 

disproportionately large male figure whose hand firmly clutches the bridle bit to the mouth of the 

horse beside him, symbolises the strength of Nazi dictatorship and its ability to “tame” barbarism 

in the modern world.
20 
Meller’s “German Nike” depicts the classical figure holding an oak leaf 

in her hand: a traditional German symbol of victory. Beneath her foot lies a crushed serpent, 

referencing the biblical story of Adam and Eve and symbolizing the defeat of evil—or, more 

literally, enemies of the Third Reich.
21

 The artwork of the Olympiastadion beautifully 

reconfigured the unseemly Nazi ambitions that inspired and informed their creation. 

 

 The aesthetics of the Olympiastadion not only served to glorify the fascist ideals of the 

Nazi regime, but also to prepare the German people for the prospect of war. The stadium was 

surrounded by six tall towers: two bordering the Olympic Gate at the front of the stadium, and 

two pairs bordering the Maifeld at the rear. These towers, designed specifically to resemble 

military watchtowers, gave the stadium an appearance of an archaic fortification.
22

 Their actual 

function was merely to transmit radio signals during the Games, but their aesthetics evoke a 

feeling of perpetual surveillance which was intended to desensitize the German people to the 

prospect of militarisation.
23

 The sculptures that decorate the stadium, which glorify athleticism 

through idealisations of the masculine form, were not only intended to celebrate physical fitness 

but to make it something every German man would strive to achieve for himself. George Mosse 

writes that “aesthetics played a determining role in stereotyping: every man must aspire to a 

classical standard of beauty, and as he built and sculptured his body (and we must remember the 

part played by physical exercise in the aesthetics of fascism), his mind would come to 

encompass all the manly virtues which the fascists prized so highly.”
24

 While some interpret the 

sculptures as idealisations of male beauty, others interpret them as, like the imposing “watch 

towers” around the stadium, an attempt to familiarise the German people with symbols of war, 
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military fellowship, and sacrifice. Nicola Kuhn writes that, when looking at Karl Albiker’s 

statues “the viewer sees less athletes than immobile guards who demonstrate more soldierly 

defensiveness through the static, blocky nature.”
25

 The sculptures, she writes, “do not symbolise 

an Olympic discipline … the figures embody state leaders, army leaders.”
26

 The Nazis thus tried 

to indoctrinate the masses through an intermingled aestheticization of sports and of war. 

 

 Aesthetic symbols became an important part of Nazi pageantry, and the Olympiastadion 

was designed to not only facilitate the grandiose spectacles of the Games, but to incorporate 

memorable and symbolic rituals into those spectacles. The ornate Olympic bell was one of these 

important symbols, which was suspended in a 247-foot tower at the far end of the Maifeld. The 

bell, cast custom for the Games, was made of steel and weighed 9.6 tons. It was designed by 

Johannes Boehland and Walther Lemcke to reflect the glory of the Olympic Games and of the 

country that was to host them. The side of the bell was adorned with the German imperial eagle 

which holds the Olympic rings in its talons, and around the rim reads the phrase: “Ich rufe die 

Jugend der Welt” (I call the youth of the world), bookended by two swastikas.
27

 Another central 

symbol of the Olympiastadion, the cauldron which held the Olympic flame, was integral to the 

staging of the opening ceremonies and the torch relay (which was notably the first of its kind). 

As Hitler inaugurated the Olympic Games, the giant bell rang out across the Reichssportfeld, and 

the torchbearer Fritz Schilgen made his way across the field, ascended the massive staircase, and 

lit the Olympic flame as the spectators roared with cheers and applause.
28

 The cauldron acted as 

the end-point of a 3,075-man pilgrimage from Olympia to Berlin, and symbolized for the Nazis 

the legacy of the great empires of the past being reignited in their own budding empire. 

Materially, the bell and the torches were both made of steel and produced by the Krupp company, 

which David C. Young notes is now “better known for providing weapons for two world wars. 

The association of the Olympic torch with peace came later, as the flame arrived in more 

peaceful venues.”
29

 These symbols were not just static decorations like the sculptures of the 

Olympiagelände, but rather had active significance in the events that unfolded at the 

Olympiastadion. Aesthetics can have a powerful effect, and the Nazi aesthetics employed during 
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the 1936 Olympic Games helped to give the pageantry the power to influence those who 

witnessed it. 

 

 The Berlin Olympiastadion was created as a stage on which the Nazis hoped to exhibit 

their cultural supremacy, but as this paper has elucidated, its aesthetics were not merely 

employed to ornament their elaborate production but played an important accompanying role. 

Through highly symbolic art and architecture the Nazis were able to show the German people the 

potential for aesthetic beauty, economic prosperity, and national unity within their ideology. 

James E. Young writes that the Nazi aesthetic offered the masses a glimpse of grandeur, of “life 

not as it was but as it should be according to Nazi precepts.”
30

 This resonated with the German 

populace, who had spent the years leading up to the Games financially weakened, disunified, and 

politically and militarily humiliated. George Mosse claims that, while the aesthetics of fascist 

regimes can offer a great deal of insight into their ideology, “fascist aesthetic invented nothing 

new or even experimental, and that was its great strength.”
31

 The Nazis’ art and architecture was 

not nearly as revolutionary as their political policy, and instead “built upon a tradition of human 

beauty and ugliness which … drew its strength from an already present consensus.”
32

 It was their 

ability to reconfigure traditional ideals of beauty to fit their ideology, and to subsequently depict 

their politics as something with potential for beauty, that caught people’s attention and garnered 

their support. Young recognizes the danger in “our reflex … to protect the aesthetic realm from 

the ugliness and barbarism often committed in its name” and warns that “without examining the 

potential for evil in aesthetics, as well as the potential for good, we dismiss aesthetics altogether 

as a historical irrelevancy, as something disconnected from life as we actually live and 

experience it.”
33

 By understanding the way in which the aesthetics of the Olympiastadion could 

influence the opinions of people in the past, we become increasingly aware of the manipulating 

“potential”
34

 inherent in the aesthetics of the present. 
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Appendix 

Nazi Aesthetics at the Olympiastadion 

Figure 1: Crowds within the Olympic Stadium during the 1936 Berlin Olympics. 
(Source: “Olympic Games: Persecuted Athletes,” Arolsen Archives, 2021, 

https://arolsen-archives.org/en/news/olympic-games-persecuted athletes/) 

Figure 2: The archaic limestone façade of the Olympiastadion.  
(Source: “GMP Architekten - von Gerkan, Marg, und Partner Berlin Olympic Stadium,” Marcus Bredt, Divisare, 

https://divisare.com/projects/gmp-architekten) 
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Figure 3: Karl Abiker’s “Discus Throwers” on the southern east side of the Olympic Stadium. 
(Source: “Sightseeing,” Olympiastadion Berlin, 2017, https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/) 

Figure 4: Karl Abiker’s “Relay Runners” on the northern east side of the Olympic Stadium. 
(Source: “Sightseeing,” Olympiastadion Berlin, 2017, https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/ 

https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/
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Figure 5: Josef Wackerles’ “Horse Tamer” on the edge of the Maifeld.  

(Source: “Sculpture, Olympiastadion, Berlin, Germany,” Manuel Cohen Photography, 2014, 

https://www.manuelcohen.com/image/I0000h8nSyKf_u2I) 

Figure 6: Willy Mellers’ “Deutsche Nike” at the north end of the Olympic Stadium, next to 

Saxon’s Gate.  
(Source: “Sightseeing,” Olympiastadion Berlin, 2017, https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/) 
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Figure 7: The Bell Tower stands at the far end of the Maifeld, and served police, medical 

personnel, and organizers as an observation platform at the 1936 Olympic Games.  
(Source: “Sightseeing,” Olympiastadion Berlin, 2017, https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/) 

Figure 8: The Olympic bell as it stands today at the south gate of the Olympic Stadium. The bell, 

having been severely damaged when the tower was demolished by the British occupying forces 

in 1947, was made into a memorial to athletes that died in the war.  
(Source: “Sightseeing,” Olympiastadion Berlin, 2017, https://olympiastadion.berlin/en/sightseeing/) 
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Figure 9: German runner Erik Schilgen enters the Olympic Stadium with the Olympic Torch.  
(Source: “Berlin Summer Olympics,” Archiwa Państwowe, 1936, 

https://audiovis.nac.gov.pl/obraz/191537/1f7669d428cfdd1e31bfdd2001ce6e16/) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




