SEPTEMBER 1996

IroN GAME HISTORY

In which a few deserving but little-known books on weight
training history are brought to the reader’s attention.
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I suppose it’s inevitable that most of us operate in vacuums
of one sort of another. Those of us who are interested in sport his-
tory often resemble suburban tract dwellers who don’t even know
their next-door neighbors, but the truth is you can’t know everyone
or everything. This is especially true when the neighbors don’t speak
English. All of this is by way of saying that there are a number of
books on the market today on the history of physical culture that
are interesting and well written, but that would almost certainly
pass unnoticed for one reason or another.

In the course of my research on the life and times of Edmond
Desbonnet, France’s leading physical culturist, I came across a num-
ber of wonderful volumes that deserve to have more attention than
they currently receive. One of the most striking revelations that I
have had is that English-speakers have a rich but far from complete
library of materials at their service. Without a doubt, the French have
done much more work in this field than we have, but how many of
these excellent books are familiar to the average reader: Very few I
would suspect.

The three books that I am going to report on are all in print
(at least they were within the last year), but it is highly unlikely that
they will ever show up on the shelves of most bookstores in this coun-
try. There are some hidden gems here written by scholars who are
pursuing some fascinating topics in interesting ways.

Bernd Wedemeyer, Starke Mdnner Starke Frauen: Eine Kul-
turgesdhichte des Bodybuildings [Strong Men, Strong Women:
A Cultural History of Bodybuilding] (Munich: Beck, 1996)
ISBN: 3 406 39246 2.

Western weight training has its roots firmly planted in Ger-
many, but there has been a dearth of modern scholarship on the sub-
ject. Lothar Groth attempted to put together a history of circus strong-
men in his noble effort Die Starken Méinner: Eine Geschichte der
Kraftakrobatik [Strong Men: A History of Strength Acrobatics],
published in East Berlin in 1985 (with a second edition in 1988) both
before the fall of the wall, but he was hampered by the inability to
research his subject sufficiently. There the subject languished for a
long time, but recently the history of German weight training has
received a new champion in the form of Bernd Wedemeyer. This
intelligent, perceptive, and energetic historian has produced one of
the best sport histories to come out of Germany in many years—per-
haps ever. His newest book, Starke Manner Starke Frauen, goes a
considerable way toward closing the gap in scholarship that has long
plagued German physical culture history.

Despite being only in his mid-thirties, Wedemeyer has
already done some extremely interesting work based at the ancient
University of Gottingen where he teaches at the prestigious Sports
Science Institute. Several of his works have appeared in English jour-
nals, most notably in The International Journal of Sport History,
but readers of Iron Game History might recognize the author from
the fine history which he published in August of 1994. His current
work, however, is the best he has so far produced.

Although the author is a thorough academic in his scholar-
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ship, the principal virtue of this book is that it is written in a smooth,
interesting, and readable style. The endnotes and bibliography make
it very clear that Wedemeyer has based his work firmly and accu-
rately in research, but he never lets this affect his narrative.

The book is organized along thematic lines rather than
following a traditional chronological structure. The first section is
on “The Principle of Narcissism,” dealing with the various meth-
ods of muscular display from circus and music hall strongmen to
women physique athletes. The second part is titled “The Race of
Life” and covers the inspirational figures that have guided body-
building on its long course; these include Theodor Siebert, Eugen
Sandow, Lou Ferrigno, and Amold Schwarzenegger. Next is “The
Veiled Religion: Bodybuilding as Panacea,” dealing with the health
claims that have been put forth throughout th¢ sport’s history. Final-
ly, there is the last part, “Cultural Struggle: Bodybuilding as a Polit-
ical Factor,” dealing with the way strong physiques have been exploit-
ed by various political regimes from the Nazis to the Communiss.
This final section would get my vote as containing the greatest num-
ber of interesting revelations.

Wedemeyer begins each of his sections with brief anec-
dotes that reinforce the author’s contentions. This attention to detail
and the attempt to engage the reader are some of the many things that
set this book apart from other works. Another interesting factor is
that women’s bodybuilding is given such an important place in the
work. There is some discussion of the prejudices and difficulties that
women bodybuilders have had to overcome and of the gender-iden-
tity problems which muscular women seem to evoke in many of us.

The author also gives prominent place to the three “Big S’s”
of early German bodybuilding: Sandow, Siebert, and Strongfort. To
them he has also added the inevitable fourth (although an Austri-
an): Schwarzenegger. There is much biography and analysis of the
Austrian Oak’s career in both bodybuilding and the movies. Neither
has Wedemeyer shrunk from attacking the problem of steroid use;
he discusses the implications of drug usage at some length.

As excellent as the book is, there are a few things I wished
were different. There is no index, although the long and interesting
bibliography nearly makes up for this deficiency. The small paper-
back format hardly does the subject justice, and the publisher was
very stingy with the pictures (there are only seventeen). Finally, to
call this book a “history of bodybuilding” when it is actually a per-
sonal and sometimes highly individualized interpretation of the sub-
ject is a bit of a misnomer, but this is a very minor quibble. Con-
versely, this somewhat quirky approach to the subject gives the book
a large portion of its winning charm.

The bottom line is if you can read German and find the his-
tory of weight training to be interesting, then this is a book that you
should seek out. It is the best work on the history of German body-
building that I have read in a long, long time—in fact, ever.

Gilbert Andrieu, L’homme et la force: Des marchands de la force
au culte de la forme (XIXe et XXe siécles) [Man and Strength:
From the Merchants of Strength to the Cult of the Body (19th
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and 20th centuries)] (Joinville-le-Pont: Editions Actio, 1988)
ISBN: 2 906411 02 7.

The French have taken up the history of physical culture
and bodybuilding with a rigorous dedication and thoroughness that
would be the pride of any national literature. There are more works
that have been produced by the French on this subject than in any
other country—at least that is the impression I get when I consider
the many volumes that have been produced by Gallic writers. Georges
Vigarello, Pierre Amaund, and Jacques Ulmann are only a few of the
historians who have attacked the subject with a brilliance and inci-
siveness that Anglophiles might find surprising. Among the best is
L’homme et la force [Man and Strength]. This volume examines
man’s changing attitudes toward the acquisition of strength and
what constitutes a strong man.

The author is a very well known figure in European sport
history. He is a professor of physical education history, and accord-
ing to the blurb on the back of the book, he is also the president of the
French Society for the History of Sport. His work has appeared in
many journals and his books are some of the best ever written on the
history of physical education.

Andrieu has taken physical strength in its many forms and
traced it from its beginnings. To do this, the author has divided the
book into two sections, the first is entitled “To Be Strong,” and it
reviews the various methods for attaining or celebrating physical
strength. Beginning with the fairs of the Middle Ages, this section
of the book continues with the history of equestrianism as a means
of attaining strength and vigor; in the chapter called “A virile nudi-
ty” Andrieu covers the history of swimming from its early days and
of the gradual acceptance of bathing drawers. This has significance
for physique building since he points out that nude bathing was the
first chance most nineteenth century men had of seeing and com-
paring unclothed physiques.

For most fans of strength literature, the best part of the
book is “The Conquest of a Market,” which deals with the evolution
of professional gyms and their attempt to turn physical culture into
an enterprise capable of supporting its entrepreneurs in appropriate
style. There is much here on the great “gymnasiarch” Hipployte Triat
and of his pioneering (and ultimately unsuccessful) struggles to
turn bodybuilding into a commercially viable profession. Following
this, there is a section on the growth of spas and hydrotherapy resorts.

The second half of the book is titled “To Be Healthy” and
it turns to the curative side of gymnastics and weight training. The
author examines the way exercise has evolved as a health-giving reg-
imen down to the present. The first chapter in this section deals with
a physiological analysis of exercise and an examination of the vari-
ous techniques that were used. There follows analyses of various
methods including the Swedish cure. After this comes a disquisition
on the value of fencing as a health restorative. The final section con-
cerns various medical or therapeutic methods for regaining health,
such as taking cod liver oil, the sunlight cure, and other more radical
ideas that were popular at the turn of the century.

Andrieu has done some fascinating and original research
into the field of physical culture and its implications for both histo-
ry and the present day. It would not be an overstatement to say that
this is one of books that every serious scholar of the subject should
read. Even so, there are a few drawbacks to this extremely impor-
tant volume. It is unrelentingly Franco-centric in its outlook. The
author has not looked very far beyond the borders of France to find
examples, so those hoping to find references to the work of English,
American, or German scholars will search in vain. There are very
few illustrations that might otherwise enrich a volume such as this.
Perhaps the most serious quibble I have with this book, however, is
the author’s overly academic approach to the subject. Andrieu’s
knowledge of his field is virtually encyclopedic, but the book would
have been so much better had he chosen to use narrative or humor a
little more. Despite these very minor drawbacks, this bok is one of
the most important contributions to the field of sport history that
has come along in many years. If you can’t read French, it’s almost

worth learning it so that you can read this and other books like it!

Kenneth Dutton, The Perfectible Body: The Western Ideal of
Physical Development (London: Cassell, 1995)
ISBN: 0 304 33230 5.

Why has a muscular male body been honored and sought

after in Western culture, but virtually ignored in others? Why have
we come to accept the Greek ideal as our model rather than some
other form of human representation? Why do we strive to have
“perfect” bodies in an era when all other absolutes have fallen into
disfavor? These are some of the extremely interesting questions which
scholar, Ken Dutton, attempts to answer in his ambitious new book,
The Perfectible Body.
: Dutton is professor of French at the University of Newcastle
in Australia, but his academic background belies a well-founded
knowledge in both the physical and cerebral aspects of bodybuild-
ing. This is clear from his impressive list of publications: in addi-
tion to penning a shelf of books on French language and literature,
he has also found time to co-write, with partner Ron Laura, seven
books on muscular training.

Dutton’s current work is a welcome addition to the under-
standing of weight training, bodybuilding history, and gender stud-
ies. The author first traces the history of what he called “the devel-
oped body” from its earliest appearance in ancient Greece down to
the present; he then pauses to examine the various meanings that have
been attributed to the muscular physique.

There are three major divisions in the book. The first sec-
tion, “The Evolving Body,” concerns the history of bodybuilding, its
admirers, and its stars down to the early twentieth century. The
second section is entitled “The Legible Body,” and it deals with the
various ways the developed body has been used and interpreted
throughout history. Dutton discusses the ways the muscular physique
can be “read” and then put to use as a political, sexual, or individu-
alistic statement. This is probably the most interesting part of the
book from a theoretical point of view, and it contains many inter-
esting observations about the physique and its significance. The final
part of the book, “The Contemporary Body,” covers the modem inter-
pretations of the developed body, dealing with topics such as female
reactions to male physique display and the ways in which gay sensi-
bilities have molded bodybuilding and physique photography. Ifound
this part to be both the provocative and t controversial.

In addition to the well-written text, the book is aided by lit-
erally hundreds of beautiful photographs. Many of these pictures were
taken expressly for this book, and they include some of Australia’s
(and the world’s) best physiques. If nothing else, the pictures are
worth the price of the volume.

There are better reasons for all serious lovers of body cul-
ture to read The Perfectible Body, however, not the least of which is
the vast amount of scholarship that went into its production. The
book is really a vast compendium of theories and ideas that Dutton
has either devised or collected and which help us understand what
building the body really means. In order to do this author uses a bewil-
dering array of sources, from histories and sociological studies to pop-
ular culture including such diverse elements as movies, underwear
ads, Chippendale’s male bump-and-grind displays, and other sources.

Although others have dealt with the philosophical aspects
of muscle building, Dutton is the first to make a serious book-length
attempt to come to grips with the implications of bodybuilders on
society at large. The author has put together an impressive body of
scholarship to prove his points, and there is enough in the work to
ignite any number of heated discussions. Although the author claims
that the book was “written for the intelligent general reader rather
than the academic specialist,” most readers will find it heavy going.
If you can’t bring yourself to agree with one of the ideas in this piquant
gumbo of theories, another one will swim along in a line or two that
will have you nodding your head in agreement.

Watch for other works by Dutton. If they bubble with the
same spicy intensity as this one, they will be well worth digesting.




