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After his investigation into what became of the cauldrons 
at Winter Olympic Games (JOH, Vol. 21, No. 3, pp. 16-19), 
Myles Garcia now turns the spotlight on the Summer 
Games.

Stockholm 1912. Stadium architect Torben Grut had 
fire baskets installed. According to the researches of 
ISOH member Ansgar Molzberger, these still exist today. 
However no photographic evidence has yet emerged to 
prove once and for all that an “Olympic Fire” burned 
during the 1912 Games. The cauldrons may well have 
done so. Molzberger believes he can detect a “weak 
column of smoke” (JOH, Vol. 19, No. 3, pp. 44-45), in 
a photo in the 1912 Official Report (p. 817). This photo 
was taken during the presentations by the boy scouts. 
In addition, he draws attention to the “Great Festival” 
on 14th July 1912, when a firework was set alight on the 
towers.On the diploma designer Olle Hjortzberg also 
depicted the towers with a burning fire.   

Amsterdam 1928. The first authentic cauldron of the 
modern games. It sits atop the Marathon Tower which, 
together with the Olympic Stadium and the Olympic 
park, were all designed by architect Jan Wils. ISOH 
General Secretary Anthony Th. Bijkerk has discovered 
that originally Wils planned to use a searchlight for his 
“fire”. Wils was also a freemason and later opted to 
replace the searchlight with a burning flame.

The cauldron was designed to show a flame during 
daylight, but the flame was extinguished over night. 
On one occasion, they did leave it burning after dark, in 
order to take a photograph. The panels sticking out are 
sound baffles for the loudspeakers installed at the top 
of the tower.

Employees of the Amsterdam Utility Company lit the 
first Olympic Flame in the morning by climbing the stairs 
to the top of the Marathon Tower. They had to climb 
them again after the sun had gone down to extinguish 
the flame. Today the cauldron remains in its original 
location at the renovated Amsterdam Stadium.
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Los Angeles 1932 and 1984. The cauldron is still in place 
at its original site. It formed part of the overall design of 
the Coliseum designed by  John and Donald Parkinson, 
a father and son architectural team originally from 
Lancashire in the North of England. The stadium was in 
turn inspired by that in Stockholm. The ‘cauldron’ stood 
45.72 metres high. It is unusual in that it did not feature 
a bowl or dish. In 1932 the flame was lit by an unknown 
stagehand. In 1984 by contrast, the great decathlon 
champion Rafer Johnson lit a fire in the Olympic rings 
through which the flames passed to ignite the cauldron. 
It might yet burn once again if Los Angeles is successful 
in winning the bid for 2024. 

Berlin 1936. As Volker Kluge writes in his book Berlin’s 
Olympic Stadium (Das Neue Berlin, 2009), Organising 
Committee General Secretary, Carl Diem, intended 
initially to erect a tower at the Western end of the 
German Sports Forum. This would have followed the 
example of Amsterdam 1928. It was from this tower that 
the fire was to burn during the Games. 

After Hitler’s coming to power or “Machtergreifung“, 
he ordered the building of a new stadium for 100,000 
spectators. To this a “Temple” in honour of the German 

fallen was to be added. Architect Werner March devised 
a bell tower 76 metres in height.

As a result, another place had to be found for the 
Olympic Fire. March finally located his cauldron above 
the centre of the Marathon Gate. His concept was based 
on the altars of antiquity: According to legend, a tripod 
which stood in the temple of Apollo in Delphi was the 
seat of the soothsaying priestess Pythia.

In 1936 an Olympic Flame was brought to the host city 
by relay from Ancient Olympia for the first time.

The tripod stands 2.2 m high and bears the cauldron, 
made of sheet iron and designed with fireclay grit. The 
flame burnt to a height of some three metres. It was fed 
with propane gas. This was supplied in steel cylinders 
which were placed in a small storage area under the 
tripod. Some 90 of these were needed. They contained 
approximately 22 kilo of propane which was needed 
every day to keep the flame burning. 

The cauldron survived the Second World War 
undamaged. The Olympic Fire burned most recently on 
the occasion on 31st July 2004, when the stadium was 
re-opened after modernization in preparation for the 
2006 World Cup. 

It is not widely known that there were two further 
torch relays in 1936. On the 7th August the fire was carried 
by a relay to the rowing and canoeing venue at Grünau, 
37 kilometres away from Berlin. No fewer than 573 young 
men took part. They ran in threes and were changed 
every 200 metres. The “qualification” for the runners 
was to have blonde hair and blue eyes.

Officially the cauldron there was lit by the National 
Socialist local mayor Karl Matzow, but a film clip shows a 
young man as the last runner. 

The third torch relay on 2nd and 3rd August 1936 took the 
flame to Kiel. This relay ended in curious fashion. The 
last runner was sailor Peter Hansohm who lit the fire in 
the crows nest of a replica cog, a traditional boat used 
in the time of the Hanseatic League. A storm blew up 
during the night and the cog capsized. The fire went out 
and was discreetly relit the following day, after the ship 
had been righted. Neither the Kiel cauldron nor that of 
Grünau survived.
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London 1948. According to Philip Barker this was 
originally located at the tunnel end of the old stadium. 
It was installed barely ten days before the 1948 Games at 
the same time the cinder track was being laid. 

The choice of the final runner fell on John Mark, a 
Cambridge University athlete. He took part in rehearsals 
alongside reserve runner Angus Scott. Officials cabled an 
update to flame relay organiser Bill Collins who had just 
arrived in Greece to witness the lighting of the flame. 

‘We had a run at Wembley with the final runner. It is 
essential that the gas is not turned on too early because 
in windy conditions like yesterday, the gas get blown 
about and the runner may get burnt.”

The cauldron was later relocated on an open terrace 
under the twin towers. When the old stadium was 
demolished in 2002, it was stored until the new building 
was completed in 2007. Since then the cauldron has 
greeted visitors in the hallway.

In 1948, separate relay began from Wembley and took 
a flame to Torbay for the sailing competitions where 
a cauldron was lit. Archivists at Torquay library have 
confirmed that remains at Torre Abbey to this day.

Helsinki 1952. The question of the last torchbearer of 
the 1952 Olympic Games is an interesting one and open 
to interpretation according to Vesa Tikander of the 
Sports Museum of Finland. “Paavo Nurmi lit the flame 
in the cauldron on the infield of the stadium in front 
of the crowd and the cameras of the world. He then 
carried the torch inside the stadium and handed it to 
the first of four young athletes who brought it in relay 
up the stairs to the top of the tower, where 62 year old 
Hannes Kolehmainen was waiting. No longer, the slim 
athletic figure of his youth, Kolehmainen had ascended 
by elevator. He used a long stick to light the flame on top 

of the tower. A Finnish film cameraman recorded the 
moment.

The fire lit by Nurmi on the infield was extinguished 
after the opening ceremony, whereas up in the tower 
the flame burned all through the Olympic Games. The 
cauldron on the infield was lit again on the closing 
day (presumably from the fire in the tower) and then 
extinguished during the ceremony.

So Hannes Kolehmainen was the last person to handle 
the fire on the opening day and the one who lit the 

flame where it burned throughout the Games. Yet the 
abiding image is of Paavo Nurmi who played the main 
ceremonial role by lighting the fire before the eyes of 
the world. As ‘Nurmi’s cauldron’ was used again for 
the extinguishing ceremony it could be argued that his 
cauldron was the principal one and Kolehmainen’s 
cauldron only a temporary repository of the Olympic 
fire.”

Vesa Tikander has informed us that the 1952 cauldron 
no longer exists. The structure was probably dismantled 
immediately after the Games. “In 1994 the Helsinki 
Olympic Stadium Foundation tried to locate the original 
cauldron when Lillehammer’s torch relay visited 
Helsinki, but no trace of it was found. Instead, a replica 
of the cauldron was made and placed for a while on the 
roof of the Sports Museum of Finland (adjacent to the 
Olympic Stadium). The replica might still be found but 
the original, of course, is sadly lost.”
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which  began on 2nd June 1956 in Olympia. Eight days lat-
er, on 10th June, the relay reached Stockholm, where the 
 Swedish dressage rider Hans Wikne (1914-1996) lit the 
cauldron on horseback

That was not the end of the ceremony. Wikne passed 
on the flame to 1952 Olympic gymnastics champion, 
Karin Lindberg, from whose torch the gold medallist in 
the 1948 1500 m, Henry Eriksson, lit a third torch. Next 
both of the climbed the stadium towers, where they 
raised their torches to show the crowd (see p. 46). 

Enquiries by ISOH member Ove Karlsson revealed 
that the 1956 cauldron has disappeared. He believes it 
may well be in a storeroom at stadium and has alerted 
the manager of the Swedish Sports Museum to this 
possibility. The hope remains that this cauldron might 
one day be found and returned to public display

Melbourne 1956. The 
cauldron was built by 
 colleagues and students 
in the sheet-metal shop 
of the Brunswick Techni-
cal School and disman-
tled after the Olympic 
Games. It disappeared for 
many years into a store-
room at the Melbourne 
 Cricket Ground (MCG). It 
was erected again put up 
in its original form after 
the demolition of the athletic facilities. Further modern-
isation of the stadium was carried out before the 2006 
 Commonwealth Games. Today the cauldron is in the 
 National Sports Museum at the MCG. 

Rome 1960. The caul-
dron in which 18 year old 
 Giancarlo Peris from Civi-
tavecchia lit the fire on 
25th  August 1960, stood 
above the far straight in 
the  Stadio Olimpico. This 
was also where the flags 
of the medallists were 
raised. During the recon-
struction of the stadium 
before the 1990 World Cup 
the cauldron was disman-
tled. All enquiries as to its whereabouts have so far been 
un successful. A cauldron also burned on the jetty at the 
rowing regatta. 

Tokyo 1964. On 8th September 2013, this cauldron burned 
for one final time to celebrate the announcement that 
Tokyo had been awarded the 2020 Games. The following 

year, the old area was torn down to make way for a new 
National Stadium on the same site.

In 1964, the cauldron had been lit by Yoshinori Sakai a 
“boy from Hiroshima”. He had been chosen because he 
was born on 6th August 1945 on the day of the dropping of 
the atom bomb.

The cauldron stood 2.1 m high and and weighed 2.6 
tonnes. It had been built in 1958 by Mannosuke Suzuki, 
and his son Bunge who maintained it  each year.

In 2014, the 50th anniversary of the 1964 Olympic 
Games had been celebrated in the same stadium. 
Sadly Yoshinori Sakai, who had lit the Olympic Fire on 
10th October 1964, did not live to see those festivities. He 
died in September 2014. 

After the festivities the cauldron was dismantled. On 
the final occasion 2004 Olympic hammer champion Kōji 
Murofushi, helped him with the cleaning. 

In 2013 the Japanese sports ministry had decided that 
the cauldron would be used for promotional purposes 
so the giant was sent on its travels to publicise the 
2020 Games. The first stop was the City of Ishinomaki 
in Miyagi Prefecture, an area that was severely affected 
by the tsunami in March 2011. In three years the 1964 
cauldron is set to return to the new National Stadium 
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which will be built according to plans made by the late 
Zaha Hadid. It is not yet known where the cauldron will 
be positioned.

Mexico City 1968. The first to be lit by a female athlete: 
Norma Enriqueta Basilio. She also carried the torch 
when the Olympic Flame passed through the Mexican 
capital in 2004.

The 1968 cauldron stands in its old place above the main 
entrance at the eastern side of the Estadio Olímpico 
Universitario, which had been opened in November 
1952 as the University Stadium.

Below the cauldron can be seen a relief by Diego 
Rivera, executed in natural coloured stones. It depicts a 
“Mexican family”, represented by a father and mother, 
passing their son a dove of peace. 

Rivera had intended to decorate all the external walls 
of the stadium with reliefs and thus present the history 
of Mexican sport. But unfortunately only the central 
piece of the front side was finished, because the project 
failed through lack of finance. Rivera himself died in 
1957 and never did see the conclusion of his work.

Munich 1972.  At the 
Games, the Munich caul-
dron was lit by 18 year old 
Günther Zahn.

Twenty years later it was 
moved to a hillside west 
of the stadium. The arena 
was the home ground for 
FC Bayern until 2005 but 
is now used for concerts 
and other cultural and 
social events.

As the cauldron is no 
longer intact in its original form, a temporary site was 
built to welcome the flame en route to the 2004 Athens 
Games. Günther Zahn lit the cauldron just as he had 
done for the 1972 Games.

Montreal 1976. In 1976, 
the cauldron was lit by 
Sandra Henderson and 
Stéphane Préfontaine, 
chosen to reflect the 
English and Francophone 
speaking communities 
in Canada. The cauldron 
had been placed in the 
centre of the stadium on 
a temporary scaffolding 
plat form. Af ter  the 
opening ceremony it was 
repositioned before the 
athletics competitions 
began. The flame was also famously extinguished by a 
freak shower and hastily re-lit by a workman’s lighter.

The cauldron can now be seen outside the Montreal 
Stadium with the finally completed tower in the 
background. This was to have held the cables for a 
retractable canvas roof but this was not completed in 
time for the Games in 1976.

Moscow 1980. The cauldron sits today in the Olympic 
Park close to what is now known as the Luzhniki 
Stadium. Alongside it, as if for company, it has a statue 
of the popular 1980 mascot Misha the Bear (even though 
Misha memorably “flew” away at the 1980 closing 
ceremony into the great beyond).

At the 1980 opening ceremony there had been no 
obvious route for the final runner, basketball player 
Sergey Belov to reach the cauldron. As he reached the 
perimeter of the track, soldiers in the crowd created a 
pathway above their heads.

There was a second cauldron at Tallinn, Estonia, venue 
for the Sailing events (photo). It is still the only secondary 
venue to have its own 
mascot, Vigri, a harbour 
seal. The sailing gold 
medallists’ names are 
emblazoned on a central 
plaque. 
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Seoul 1988. The cauldron 
was manufactured at a 
small factory by the Sam-
sung Industrial Company 
at Kochok-Dong, a sub-
urb of Seoul. For start of 
the opening ceremony, 
the Organising Committee 
disguised the cauldron 
tower with balloons.

The Korean Olympic 
Committee has confirmed 
that it remains in the stadium. Perhaps it will play a part 
in the torch relay for PyeongChang in 2018. 

Barcelona 1992. Still at 
Montjuïc Stadium, by the 
Marathon Gate. Its design 
is in the exaggerated style 
of a ship’s rudder.

Only a few metres from 
the stadium is the  Olympic 
and Sports Museum Joan 
Antoni Samaranch, man-
aged by the  Barcelona 
 Olympic Foundation 
(FBO), which also has its 
headquarters there.

Among the pieces exhibited in the museum are the 
bow and arrow with which Paralympic archer Antoni 
Rebollo lit the Olympic Fire on 28th July 1992 with a shot 
from the interior of the stadium.

A t l an t a  19 9 6.  The 
 Centennial cauldron (de-
signed by Siad  Armajani), 
now detached from the 
stadium sits presently in 
a corner of the  Turner Field 
parking lot. 

Turner Field is set to 
be demolished in a year 
or two, and the  future 
location of the cauldron 
has not yet been decided. 
Perhaps an appropriate location would be at Centennial 
Olympic Park. As seen today outside the ANZ Stadium. 

Sydney 2000. As the first Olympic cauldron of the new 
Millennium, Sydney’s cauldron was also the first one 
infused with water; and the first  hidden completely 
from the sight of spectators entering the Olympic 
Stadium. Previously, spectators entering the Olympic 
Stadium would  look around and spot the cauldron that 
would be lit at the end of the ceremony. However, for 

Sydney, a cauldron, or something resembling it, was 
nowhere to be seen. That was because it was hidden 
under a platform and would revealed only when the 
final lighter, Cathy Freeman, lit the emerging cauldron 
from the waters. 

The cauldron was lit up again on 16th September 2010 
for the 10th anniversary celebration of the Sydney Games.

The idea of a cascade/waterfall starting from the 
cauldron area had first been considered for Los Angeles 
1984. A 1933 rendering by San Francisco architect Bernard 
Maybeck of a monument and illuminated water effects/
cascade for Twin Peaks in San Francisco may well have 
provided inspiration for Ric Birch when he settled on 
this method for  the lighting of the cauldron at Sydney 

2000? While the idea of a cascade down a mountain/
hillside is nothing new, this would seem to be the first 
known rendering that shows a fully illuminated cascade 
(from under the water). 

Athens 2004. Although the many of the facilities at 
the Athens 2004 complex have fallen into disrepair 
the cauldron is still there. Oddly, with the return of the 
modern Olympics to Greece, Athens 2004 is the first 
known instance in Games’ history where the ceremonial 
pyro components of the Games were created by parties 
outside the host country.

The cauldron was designed by Spanish architect 
Santiago Calatrava while the 2004 torches, designed 
by Greek industrial designer Andreas Varotsos, were 
manufactured in Australia. 
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Beijing 2008. For the 
first time both the caul-
dron and torch were 
 coordinated from the 
same design concept. This 
was a  traditional  Chinese 
scroll based on the ‘Lucky 
Clouds’. This scroll  motif 
was a major  component 
of the opening  ceremony. 
But today, the  remains 
of the massive cauldron, 
now removed from the 
Bird’s Nest roof seems a little out of  context. Will this be 
used again for the Beijing 2022  Winter Games? 

London 2012. Certainly the most original, innovative and 
exclusive cauldron ever created for an Olympic Games. It 
was the third time that London had hosted the Games. 
They chose to go with an ephemeral cauldron – one that 
was not intended to remain in one piece after the Games. 
Instead all that remain are the petals (or “cauldronettes” 
as I called them). The petals were slightly larger for the 
Olympic cauldron. Each of the 204 Olympic-petals were 
given to a participating National Olympic Committee. 
The same gesture was made for the Paralympic cauldron 
formed of 164 smaller petals.

The trend of disguising the location of the cauldron 
from Sydney has been followed by Vancouver and 
London. These appeared as complete surprises when 
the moment came for the lighting of the cauldron.
In London the cauldron was lit by young athletes each 
nominated by a British Olympic champion. The cauldron 
was positioned centre field for the opening ceremony. 
It was moved to the end of the finishing straight before 
the athletics competitions began.

So extreme were the measures taken to ensure the 
London cauldron’s secrecy that R&D and testing stages 
were contracted to the FCT Flames Company halfway 

around the world in Adelaide, Australia – the farthest 
geographic distance the development of an Olympic 
cauldron has been assigned. But that still didn’t 
insulate it from a lawsuit and charges of plagiarism — a 
first for an Olympic cauldron. 

In 2013 the New York-based design firm Atopia 
international, claimed that LOCOG and designer Thomas 
Heatherwick had not only plagiarised the cauldron 
design but all the pre- and post-lighting protocol 
surrounding the 2012 cauldron as well

They had an office in London and claimed to have 
submitted plans in 2007. Eventually in 2014, LOCOG made 
an out of court settlement with Atopia. Heatherwick’s 
prototype was later put on display at the Museum of 
London.

Summary

Of the 21 cauldrons which have burned since 1912 in 
main stadia of the Olympic Games, only 18 are present 
in their original form. The Helsinki – exists as a copy. 
Those for Stockholm 1956 and Rome 1960 have not been 
located.

What can be expected of Rio de Janeiro in 2016? The 
Organising Committee has until now remained silent as 
to the design.

The opening and closing ceremonies are planned for 
the Maracanã Stadium. This will not then see action 
until the eleventh day when men’s and women’s 
football semi-finals are held there.

In the meantime the athletics, the centre piece of the 
Olympic Games take place in the Estádio Olímpico João 
Havelange. It seems inconceivable that these events will 
take place without an Olympic Flame as the backdrop.

Organisers have suggested that the cauldron may be 
sited ‘downtown’ but have not yet revealed the location. 
Might there also be a flame that moves around? Whatever 
happens, the world looks forward eagerly to the magic 
moment when the cauldron is lit. �
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