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The Olympic Hymn was a work commissioned for the 
Games of the first Olympiad. The composer Spyros 
Samaras, a friend of IOC President Demetrios Vikelas, 
had first presented the work the end of January 1896 
at an evening event of the Parnassos Literary Society 
in Athens, When the cantata was performed on the 
opening day by the combined military bands and 
sung by a 200-strong choir, it caused such a patriotic 
frenzy that the Greek King himself called for a encore. 
In the Official Report of the Games the composition was 
described as an ‘immense sensation’.1

Yet three and a half decades later Samaras’s work 
was effectively forgotten, as the IOC asked Count Clary to 
organise a competition to create a ‘hymne olympique’2. 
The contest called for required a musical piece for 
orchestra created after August 1928. Olympic medals 
shone enticingly as prizes: Gold for the first, Silver for 
the second, Bronze for the third. For performance rights 
the winner would be awarded 500 dollars.3

The invitation permitted all National Olympic 
Committees to choose the best hymn nationally and 
send them to the American Arts Festival by 1st May 1932. 

Thereafter a jury made up of IOC and US representatives 
would choose the winner. In fact, the prize jury consisted 
only of Americans. Their countryman, pianist Walter 
Bradley Keeler 4 was awarded first prize.5

Bradley Keeler’s work, written in the style of an Anglo-
American church hymn, was played on 30th July 1932 at 
the opening ceremony of the Games of the Xth Olympiad, 
as the Olympic flag rose to the top of the mast. For this the 
Organising Committee had assembled a band with 300 
musicians: the Olympic choir – 1200 women and men 
– sang the lyrics composed by Louis F. Benson. The text, 
which called on the athletes no longer to fear the hand 
of the tyrant and to keep faith with liberty, was printed 
in the day’s programme so many spectators sang along.6

The hymn proved popular, which is why the poet 
Alfred von Kessel translated it into German.7 The 
translation  was probably intended for the IOC Session 
in Vienna, but when this was opened on 7th June 1933 
in the Academy of Sciences, the choir did not perform 
Kessel’s text but a revised version which was one verse 
shorter. This was by the American composer Dr. Paul 
Kerby, who also conducted the orchestra. 

Kerby had reduced the ‘Anti-tyrant hymn’ to a 
harmless ‘welcome and friendship song’, in which the 
Cologne music researcher Elizabeth Leckie Schlüssel 
suspects a manipulation to compromise the artistic 
value of the Bradley Keeler work. Her suspicion was 
increased by a notice by Carl Diem. In Los Angeles he 
had praised the hymn as ‘splendid’ but a year later as 
General Secretary of the Organising Committee for Berlin 
1936, he disparagingly wrote that he wanted to draw the 
Schiller-Foundation’s attention to the author of the text 
after the performance at the Vienna Session.9

In fact it was strange that on the last day of the Session 
that the IOC recognised Bradley Keeler’s composition 
as official but at the same time agreed to a proposal by 
Count Clary and the German member of the Executive 
Committee, Theodor Lewald, to organise a new 
competition, all without abandoning the 1932 hymn.10 
For this reason some authors believe they recognised 
the changed balance of power in Germany, though they 
overlook the fact that the National Socialists imagined 
themselves to be in a ‘struggle for liberty’11.

Apart from that, Lewald’s reasoning ‘that Germany in 
the whole world was recognised as the real land of music’ 
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was not without foundation. By the end of 1932 – before 
Hitler’s ‘seizure of power’ – he had already asked the 
composer Richard Strauss for a hymn.12 Strauss declared 
himself willing to that in early 1933, on condition that 
a suitable text was presented to him, whereupon 
Lewald had turned to the poet Gerhart Hauptmann. 
He was able to announce Hauptmann’s agreement   at 
the foundation of the Organising Committee which he 
headed.13

An unknown, unemployed actor wins the prize

However Hauptmann produced nothing, so in autumn 
1933 Lewald approached the German Academy 
of Poetry for support. In the meantime this had 
been ‘gleichgeschaltet’ (brought into line’) by the 
National Socialists.14  On 28th October 1933 the Academy 
commissioned ballad writer Börries von Münchhausen 
to invite entries for a restricted competition among 
named authors considered loyal to the regime. However 
only seven poets took part they entered nine poems. In 
March 1934, in agreement with Lewald, the first prize, 
which carried a cash reward of 700 marks, awarded 
to a ‘wonderful Siegfried poem’15, whose author was 
Wilhelm von Scholz.16

Münchhausen thought his idea of celebrating the 
popular hero Siegfried, well known abroad through 
Richard Wagner’s opera, as the first German sportsman 
was ‘inspired’. It also seemed to him appropriate to 
oppose ‘to the overestimated sagas of Greek antiquity 
the equally valuable German saga’ and ‘not let Germany 
be forced into a secondary role by words like Olympia, 
Olympiad, stadium, etc’. Lewald however thought the 
‘song of Siegfried’ was ultimately too ‘eigendeutsch’ 
(thoroughly German), and for that reason organised a 
second competition with a single prize of 1000 marks, 
this time open to all.17

This resulted in an avalanche. At the final date for 
entries of 30th June 1934 Münchhausen, called to be the 
only judge, found himself faced with a mountain of 
around 3000 poems, the sight of which he described as 
‘the most arduous work and in view of the poor quality 
of most entries the most torturous’.18 In a second reading 
he reduced the pile to 118 poems, which then went down 
to 50. Finally four entries were left. These he presented to 
Strauss for the final selection. The composer decided on a 
song with three verses, written by an unemployed Berlin 
actor and poetry reader Robert Lubahn.

On 21st September 1934 Lewald received the beaming 
31 year old. The privilege of being the first to publish the 
prize-winning poem was reserved for the Olympic Press 
Service19, thereafter the text was at the disposal of all 
newspapers.20 According to the wish of a State Secretary, 
it was soon to be translated, so that the song could also 
be sung abroad.21 The English version runs:

Olympic Hymn

By Robert Lubahn

Nations! Be the Nation’s guest.
Come in through the open gates!
Glory to the nation’s feast!
Peace shall be its fight-device.
Young strength wants to prove its courage,
Ardent game Olympia!
Wants to praise your glare in actions,
Purest goal: Olympia!

Pride and prime of many countries
Joined the festive competition;
All the ardour thereon glowing
Is uniting highly and freely.
Strength and mind approaching timidly,
Road to sacrifice Olympia!
Who is now to wear your laurels,
Glorious chord: Olympia?

Since all our hearts are beating
In a raising union,
Should in actions and in speeches
Right of power be sublime.
Joyful be the champion’s victory,
Victory feast Olympia!
Gladness be yet in succumbing,

Feast of peace: Olympia!22

This song of consecration was a welcome relief from 
Von Scholz’s song of praise for Germanic heroism. 
The first verse greeted the guests, emphasised the 
peaceful character of the Games. Lubahn did not only 
celebrate the victors, but in the third verse also paid 
homage to the losers: “Gladness be yet in succumbing”. 
Münchhausen even went so far as to compare the lines 
that ended after every verse with the cry of rejoicing 
‘Olympia!’ with Friedrich Schiller’s poem Ode to Joy.23 In 
an article he wrote:

The last verse finally raises the moral content in 
the initially somewhat abstract and non-sensual 
sounding word of ‘Right of power’ [‘Rechtsgewalt’] 
that sits above everything. The poet has here captured 
the concept of ‘fair play’, of the chivalry of struggle 
and the unconditional justice of the verdict in a single 
German word, which, as soon as one has engrossed 
oneself in it, appears extraordinarily successful. ‘Right 
of power’, that means the highest fullness of power 
which is always due to the highest justice, the basis of 
all states, all cultures and all of civilization and thus 
also the basis of all competitive sport – that is ‘Right of 
power’.24
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Justice in the Third Reich 
was replaced by an oath of fidelity

After the publication of his poem Lubahn thanked 
Lewald, who in a fatherly tone informed confidentially 
him of a ‘great difficulty’, as ‘Richard Strauss has 
claimed a fee of exceptional size which can under no 
circumstances be granted to him’.25 A curious situation, 
for shortly before the composer, who now demanded 
10,000 marks, had vehemently spoken out against the 
Olympic Winter Games in his home town of Garmisch. 
He wrote to the local council: 

In the assumption that the new citizens’ tax serves to 
cover the costs of the sporting shenanigans and the 
completely unnecessary Olympic propaganda, I raise 
an objection to it, and entreat you, since I do not use 
any sports facilities, bob runs, ski jumping hills etc, 
and also am happy to do without triumphal arches 
at the railway station, to free me from this tax and 
impose it on those who have an interest in Olympiads 
and suchlike nonsense.

My purse is sufficiently burdened through state taxes 
for the support of idlers, so-called social support, and 
through the prevalence in Garmisch of begging from 
house to house.26

Even later, when the hymn was almost complete, Strauss 
remained disparagingly about his work. He wrote to 
the Jewish author Stefan Zweig, who had emigrated to 
London to escape from Austro-fascism, and who had 
sent him the libretto for the opera The Silent Woman 
which Strauss had just completed: “I disport the 
boredom of Advent composing an Olympic Anthem 
for these proletarians, me, the downright adversary 
and dispraiser of sports. Yes, an idle brain is the devil’s 
workshop.”27 Words which stand in notable contrast to 
the message to Lewald written the day before:

I announce most humbly that the Olympic hymn is 
complete. I have asked State Secretary Funk to enquire 
of the Reich Chancellor whether, before I give the work 
to the committee, I can play him the hymn, for it should 
be pleasing above all to him, the Führer and protector 
of the Olympiad. If it has Hitler’s agreement, I suggest 
that I first of all have the parts for orchestra and choir 
transcribed, and that we have the piece sung before 
the complete committee say in February in Munich.28

Yet it was not yet so far advanced, for Lewald had 
to inform the author of the text with a ‘request for 
confidential treatment’, that

from influential quarters misgivings had been 
raised against the use of your prize-winning hymn 
as official hymn for the Olympic Games and that the 
other hymns entered should be gone through to 
see if there is one of them which to a greater extent 
corresponds to the spirit of the Third Reich. 29

Münchhausen betrayed the direction the wind was 
blowing from in a ‘private print’ for ‘book-loving 
friends’: 

But now it was explained by the Reichssportführer and 
representatives of the Propaganda Ministry and the 
Interior Ministry that Lubahn’s poem corresponded 
too little to the spirit of the Third Reich for it to be 
chosen. Especially the word ‘Rechtsgewalt’ – a 
German version of the English ‘fair play’ was declared 
to be unacceptable.30

In possession of Lewald’s letter Lubahn turned to 
Münchhausen, who in fact regarded his mission as 
complete. As he regarded himself as a patron of an 
autodidact who was fighting for his existence, he 
agreed to cast an eye on some of his unpublished 
manuscripts.31 As requested by the author, he provided 
them with marginal comments and certified to him: ‘At 
the present moment at least, your song of consecration 
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of the Olympiad is by far the best you have written, and 
will perhaps remain the only great poem of your life’. 
Additionally he advised: 

Don’t let yourself be roped into expressing any views 
about the poem, every change makes it worse! It is 
precisely with a young unknown in such a situation 
that the cursed advice of well-meaning outsiders 
comes: It’s just this word I don’t like; ‘only that 
expression’; ‘nothing but this rhyme should you 
change.’ And then you change and change until the 
beautiful work is changed to death.
You have your thousand marks, the poem will be 
printed, – everything else is irrelevant, even if Strauss 
sets it to music. Do you think that in the open air [of 
the Olympic stadium, author] in that noise a single 
word will be understood? 32

As advised by the ‘poet prince’, Lubahn decided to fight 
when Lewald offered him a compromise:

I hope that the misgivings against your hymn will 
disappear if we undertake a few small changes, 
viz. when in verse 1) the text has: F r i e d e sei dem 
Völkerfeste!   E h r e soll der Kampfspruch sein, [Peace 
be to the festival of nations! Let honour be the battle-
cry] and in verse 3) instead of ‘Right of Power’ we put 
Eidestreu [faithfulness to our oath]. This word has a 
good meaning, as immediately after the playing of 
the hymn, the Olympic oath … is sworn.33

Joseph Goebbels was personally behind this request, 
as Diem later admitted. “The Propaganda Minister 
probably sought a chance to place his foot in the door 
of the Olympiad, and he chose as an objection what 
went most against the grain.”34 That ‘honour’ had a 
higher status than ‘peace’ was in keeping with the Nazi 
credo. Only three weeks after the Olympic Games came 
the annual march of the brown and black columns 
in Nuremberg under the motto ‘Reich party day of 
honour’. And as far as ‘Right of power’ was concerned, 
these had long been among the forbidden words. The 
phrase had been replaced by the oath of loyalty to be 
sworn to the ‘Führer’. It was no accident that the slogan 
of the SS on its belt buckles, introduced in 1932, was ‘Our 
honour is faithfulness’. 

There is no mention of all this in the Official Report. 
From it we only find that Lubahn had agreed to the 
‘trifling changes’.35 The opposite was true: the modified 
text was never authorised by the author.36 The proofs, 
among them a comparison of the versions, of which he 
described one as a ‘falsified version’37, can be found in 
his estate. 

In early December 1934, Lewald had invited him to a 
meeting, which according to Lubahn’s notes took place 
under the following circumstances: “Lewald pulled 
a coffee pot cosy over the telephone and indicated 

to Lubahn that he should accept that he was not the 
first to read his (Lewald’s) post”.38 On this day, Lubahn 
obviously showed himself ready to compromise, 
which Lewald either did not understand or want to 
understand. Whatever: next he informed Strauss that 
the author had agreed to the textual changes, and 
even encouraged the composer to fit other words to the 
music. When Lubahn had seen though this game, he 
wrote to Lewald: 

You certainly remember, Excellency, how long ago 
in conversation with you I finally agreed that such a 
version in discussions about how the hymn should 
sound to the satisfaction of all interested parties 
might be proposed. I did that out of personal 
consideration for you, as you after your expressions at 
the time were in a difficult position in respect of the 
wording of the hymn. That I would n e v e r authorise 
what was proposed or any other version of the hymn, 
I left you in absolutely no doubt …39

An unauthorised hymn which 
Strauss dedicated to Hitler

In the meantime Strauss had understood the political 
significance of the Olympic Games and come to 
terms also with the Winter Games in Garmisch-
Partenkirchen, for which he wished to have a box 
reserved for himself and his family.40 However neither 
boxes nor complimentary tickets were envisaged, as 
the President of the Organising Committee, Karl Ritter 
von Halt, informed Lewald.41 On his urgent request Halt 
permitted special accreditations, really intended only 
for officials.42
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After completing his composition Strauss regarded 
Hitler’s verdict as very important, but it took some time 
until a suitable appointment could be made. When 
Strauss in late March 1935 at the Berlin State Opera 
became aware of several concerts directed by guest 
conductors, he finally received an invitation to the Reich 
Chancellery on the 29th March, in the minutes of which 
there was subsequently noted: “the performance took 
place in the Führer’s accommodation. The hymn has 
been accepted.”43 The public learned that the Berlin 
‘heldentenor’ Franz Völker had sung the song to Hitler, 
Göring, Funk and Lewald , and was accompanied 
by Strauss on the piano. The original score had been 
dedicated by the composer to his ‘Führer’ in his own 
handwriting.44

Scarcely had Hitler given his blessing to the still 
‘unauthorised’ hymn than the marketing began. Before 
that it was however necessary to placate the obstinate 
lyricist. Lewald invited him to the Organising Committee 
meeting on 5th April, at which he gave him the joyful 
message that the ‘Führer’ had authorised the hymn 
and that the performance had been wonderful. From 
then on all the rest passed off rapidly. Lewald explained 
to Lubahn that he now had to sign a declaration to 
pass the copyright to the Organising Committee. “With 
words: ‘Excellency, I sign with complete trust!’ I signed 
my name under the declaration laid before me”, 
recalled Lubahn later, full of regret for that moment, 
since meanwhile a certain Dr. Streicher had come in. 
“I still remember the curious circumstance that I broke 
off in the middle of signing my surname to greet him, 
then went back to the document and added the missing 
letters of my name.”45 Lubahn’s shyly made request not 
to pass on the copyright to third parties, was met by 

Dr. Streicher with the remark, that after the dissolution 
of the Olympic Organising Committee these rights would 
automatically revert to the author. The whole episode 
lasted seven minutes.46 

Six weeks later Diem sent Lubahn a contract. And he 
could hardly believe his eyes when in the ‘agreement’ 
he read that on that April day he had given “the 
exclusive rights to the exploitation and distribution of 
the ‘Olympic Hymn’ composed by him to the Organising 
Committee.” And not only that: at the same time he 
was said to have empowered the committee to pass 
the copyright and user’s rights ‘for all time coming’ 
to Strauss and after his death to his heirs.47 Full of 
indignation, but founded in detail, Lubahn rejected the 
demand.48

Lewald tried in vain to mollify the poet with the 
message from Strauss Jr. whereby he had in the case 
of the contract “dealt with a procedure of the music 
publisher Fürstner which had not been sanctioned by 
his father”.49 To be sure that changed nothing about the 
contents of the contract. As Strauss regarded the hymn 
as his private property, he followed his usual practice of 
passing it on to the well-known Adolph Fürstner music 
publishing house for marketing purposes. Its owner 
Otto Fürstner – son of the Jewish founder of the firm had 
emigrated that year to London, where in a new business 
he exploited all the publishing rights he had brought to 
England.50 The licences that had remained in Germany 
he leased to his long-serving attorney Johannes Oertel. 

Lubahn did not even accept Lewald’s argument that 
the composer had refused any fee, because he regarded 
the hymn as ‘his contribution to the Olympic Games’.51 
The sacrifice presented as a generous gesture was only 
half the truth, for Lewald had long since put forward 
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the proposal to Strauss as compensation to offer for sale 
facsimiles of the hymn. “I imagine that, if the price is 
fixed at 1 RM, many thousand copies can be sold in the 
stadium, that later all the gymnastic and sports clubs, 
which are several tens of thousands, will be induced to 
acquire the hymn by the Reichssportführer”.52 This had 
been agreed to by Strauss. The score was printed in great 
numbers and sold with the imprint on the title page 
‘Property of the composer for all countries’.53

Everything seemed in a hopeless mess. One the 
one hand Lewald had German law on his side. This 
permitted a composer with a new work to encroach 
on the text author’s copyright. “So the composer can 
use the text for his composition without permission 
of the poet and without his agreement perform it in 
connection with this composition”, Lubahn was told by 
the lawyer Lewald.54 On the other hand there was little 
doubt that the contract could be regarded as a ‘gross 
violation of good manners’.55

In addition Strauss, who had already threatened to 
have the music printed without words, was inclined 
to avoid a legal dispute which would be damaging to 
his reputation, after the Gestapo in the early summer 
of 1935 had intercepted a letter to Stefan Zweig, in 
which he had expressed himself disparagingly about 
the Reichmusikkammer (Strauss had been President 
since 1933), “to do good and protect against greater 
misfortune”.56 When Goebbels found out about this, 
he had forced Strauss, who was concerned about his 
Jewish daughter-in-law Alice57 and the two beloved 
grandchildren, to resign from his post. This decision did 
not diminish his international fame in any way. 

On 15th February 1936, the penultimate day of the 
Olympic Winter Games, Strauss invited the IOC Executive 
Committee to tea at his Garmisch villa, where the singer 
Julius Patzak sang the Olympic hymn accompanied on 
the piano by Strauss himself. Diem  wrote in his diary:

It is really a great work, and the IOC was as much 
flattered as we were delighted. It is not an everyday 
occurrence that one of the greatest living musicians 
writes the Olympic hymn and plays it himself to the 
Executive Commission.58

When the song of consecration was performed on 
19th June 1936 for Goebbels as well by the Berlin 
Philharmonic and sung by the Kittelschen choir, even 
the Propaganda Minister was content. In his diary he 
noted: “Philharmonia rehearsal of the Olympic hymn of 
R. Strauss. It is really wonderful. The lad can certainly 
compose.”59 To be sure, Hitler had ignored the wish 
of the now dismissed President of the Musikkammer 
to receive him in audience – a letter requesting this 
remained unanswered –, but in the end Hitler backed 
off from his intention to install, instead of Strauss, his 
successor Peter Raabe as conductor.60

The lesser known artist produced 
the more significant performance

Four weeks before the Olympic Games everything was 
ready, only the signature of the text author was still 
missing, with which he was to dispossess himself. Diem 
demanded of him in vain to sign a new, shorter (though 
in content the same) version of the agreement. Lubahn, 
whose economic situation had worsened further 
through his mother’s illness, maintained his position; 
in addition he spoke resentfully about Diem, who had 
given his first name in his Olympiade Book as ‘Erich’.61

Lewald now called on an old confidante, the lawyer 
Heinrich F. Albert. In 1904 when Lewald had been 
Reich commissar for the World Exhibition in Saint Louis 
Albert had been his attaché but on this occasion Albert 
also came up against a brick wall.62 After six months of 
silence, Lewald now feared that the dispute might well 
end up in court, which is why the lawyer wrote no fewer 
than three letters to Lubahn between 1st and 16th July 
1936. These contained an ultimatum that Lubahn sign 
within three weeks.63

Lubahn’s answer bears the date of 20th July and the 
place of dispatch ‘Swiss journey’. There was no evidence 
that he was intimidated, more the opposite: If Lewald 
actually maintained, wrote Lubahn, that he had never 
asserted reservations about the publishing rights, he 
must unfortunately establish ‘that he consciously had 
told an untruth’.64 When two days later he demanded 
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that Lewald send him ‘at once’ the original of the 
‘declaration’ of 5th April 1935. 

Now his former mentor also became involved. 
Münchhausen compared Lubahn with Michael 
Kohlhaas, that literary hero from a novella by Heinrich 
von Kleist, who had fought against an injustice he 
had suffered using the motto ‘Fiat iustitua, et pereat 
mundus (‘Let there be justice, though the world 
perish’) and for that had been sentenced to death by 
the aristocracy ‘for disturbing the peace’. The Baron did 
not threaten such a punishment, but: “Do you realise 
that probably you face prison for serious libelling of 
an official at the moment at which the infinitely kind, 
deeply just and simply charming human being State 
Secretary Excellency Lewald hands over your last letters 
to the court?”65

Lubahn was no longer to be chased away by this. He 
had long since settled in Switzerland by the time that 
at precisely 17.16 on 1st August 1936 in the Berlin Olympic 
Stadium the huge choir dressed in white, directed 
by Strauss, intoned his hymn. At the moment of the 
entry of the torch-bearer blasted out the rousing shout 
‘Friedensfest Olympia!’ [Feast of peace: Olympia!]. His 
absence meant he remained unaware of a curious fact 
that in the Daily Programme for the opening day the 
original text of his poem was to be found, while above 
it had been placed the sheet of music with the falsified 
version.66

Although the IOC recognised the song of consecration 
at the IOC Session67, which because of its timelessness 
certainly cannot be counted among Nazi aesthetics, and 

criticism paid it the highest recognition, today’s music 
critics number it among the weaker of Strauss’s works. 
“The gigantic jumps of the song’s melody, which even 
in the first four bars cover a tenth and then rises to the 
triple crossed A, contradicts the character of a hymn. 
Strauss achieved neither singability nor memorability” 
wrote Albrecht Dümling, who was of the view that the 
composer created performance music that was not 
very encouraging to sing. “Obviously in this case the 
less well-known artist brought the more significant 
performance.”68

At the time when the athletes in his home town were 
fighting for medals and noisy festivals were being 
celebrated, Lubahn was preparing to emigrate. From 
Berne he sought contact with Thomas Mann, who since 
1933 had been living in Küsnacht near Zurich. Mann’s 
deprivation of citizenship had just been set in train by the 
German legate Ernst von Weizsäcker, father of the later 
Federal President, because of a letter published in the 
Neue Zürcher Zeitung, as the Literature Nobel prizewinner 
“had quite clearly taken up a position against the Third 
Reich and replied to the tolerance shown until now by 
the German authorities with scornful remarks.”69 In his 
diary the author of Buddenbrooks wrote: “For tea Herr 
Robert Lubahn, author of the ‘Olympic Hymn’, who 
reported on his grotesque experiences with this product, 
which have driven him out of the country”.70

That Lubahn had already inwardly broken with 
Germany is shown also by his connection with Romain 
Rolland, whose books had been burned in 1933. The 
Frenchman, a Nobel laureate of 1915 and Honorary 
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President of the World Committee against War and 
Fascism (WKKF), wished him courage: “Yes, fight on for 
peace and justice, for without justice, there will never 
be a stable peace”.71

Besides that Lubahn had turned to the IOC and 
shown them the original version of his hymn.72 One day 
before the opening of the Games he also sent copies 
of his entire correspondence to Lausanne, these were 
forwarded to André G. Berdez in Berlin.73 Yet the IOC 
Secretary, on whom the ‘Hymne de Paix’ had made a 
great impression, saw no need to act.74

For Lubahn it was not just about his authorial rights. 
He had hesitated for some time before writing to IOC 
Honorary President Pierre de Coubertin, to ask him: 
“how the continuing spiritual and artistic formation 
of the re-awakened Olympic Idea is wished for and 
thought about by you!”. In an eight page letter 
he reported to Coubertin how the hymn had been 
changed and how, out of consideration for the ‘half-
Jew’ Lewald, who was allowed to keep his presidential 
post only thanks to IOC intervention, he had not dared 
to take the step of making the matter public. “I myself 
never authorised such defacements”.75 But Coubertin’s 
answer was of little help. He wrote that he had 
withdrawn from the IOC after 31 years and handed over 
the correspondence to Count de Baillet-Latour.76

No artistic career followed a steep ascent

Did Berlin know of Lubahn’s activities? Perhaps they 
were submerged in the intoxicating Olympic summer. 
Had it been otherwise, contacts like those to Professor 

Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze77, who in 1933 had founded 
an ‘International Aid Committee for German expatriates 
of Jewish descent’, by reason of which he had been 
expelled by the Gestapo to Switzerland, might easily 
have brought Lubahn a spell in a concentration camp. 
Even abroad Lubahn was by no means secure. Yet at the 
end of 1936 when he was removed by the immigration 
authorities, Siegmund-Schultze procured him a 
breathing space.

All attempts to earn his money as a lyricist and 
build a life in Switzerland had failed. It was true that 
Hermann Hesse, the German author, who lived in 
the canton of Ticino and was a decided opponent of 

Coubertin’s response 

to Lubahn on 17th 

August 1936 in which 

he promised to contact 

IOC Secretary André G. 

Berdez on the latter’s 

return from Berlin. 

Coubertin did not see 

himself able to offer 

further help.  
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war, testified to his ‘literary gifts’, but even with the 
argument that Lubahn was not one of those ‘quickly 
and fashionably productive literary figures’ who would 
be ‘often unwelcome competition for domestic writers’ 
no authority could be convinced.78 Even Thomas Mann, 
who had again met Lubahn and praised his poems, had 
to admit that he could not help.79

In the summer of 1938 Lubahn returned to Germany. 
From September to December where he was forced 
to work by the ‘Organisation Todt’ on building the 
‘Westwall’, a 630 km long line of defence along the 
frontier from the Netherlands to Switzerland. After that 
he found a job as assistant in the Berlin tax office. He 
explained his two year absence as being a result of losing 
his voice, which as a vocal performer, he could prove had 
previously forced him to rest. All hope of being able to 
work as an artist disappeared with the start of the Second 
World War, which he experienced as ‘service in Russia’. 
After war and captivity he was one of the young German 
authors who described their experiences especially in 
the magazine Das Karussell.80

He had soared like a comet onto the literary carousel 
(Karussell), and just as quickly did it cast him aside – not 
least through the business sense of a famous musician, 
who perhaps did not even know about all that. An artistic 
career remained denied to the poet of the Strauss hymn. 
He wrote a few more poems, plays, a radio play and a 
novel that nobody knows. For a while he taught speaking 
technique.81 He died in 1974 in Stuttgart. 

*   *   *

At the 1948 Games in London, organisers thought it 
unsuitable to use a hymn by a composer who had 
done a deal with the National Socialists. Instead Roger 
Quilter’s  choral anthem ‘Non nobis, Domine’ was 

played, with words by Rudyard Kipling. At the 1950 
IOC Session, The Chairman of the London Organising 
Committee, Lord Burghley and Austria’s IOC Member 
Mautner von Markhof called for the annulment of the 
1936 resolution and allow future organisers to use their 
own compositions. The proposal was accepted. In the 
Minutes it states: “The IOC thus no longer has an official 
Olympic hymn”.82

Yet as early as 1954 the Monegasque IOC Member Prince 
Pierre offered a prize of 1000 dollars for the creation 
of a new hymn, which the Pole Michał Spisak, who 
lived in Paris, won. But as the work, composed in the 
twelve-tone technique was difficult to play and the IOC 
discovered that the composer demanded royalties for 
each performance, the piece was soon cast aside. Two 
years later the original hymn by Samaras was performed 
at the 1958 IOC Session in Tokyo and restored as the 
official Olympic anthem. �
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