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The O ly m p ic  G a m e s  c o m p r is e  a h e t e r o g e n e o u s  

a m algam  of athletes from every country in the world 

a n d  from every social an d  educatio nal background.  

Most O lym pians from h u m b le  origins have reached  

the glory, fame and wealth th a n k s  to their  sporting  

a cco m plish m e n ts .  Not all sports persons have such  

modest roots. Many of them belong to wealthy families 

and this aspect has given them access to sports at high 

levels. Among this group of athletes we can find royalty, 

a small  group that is the best exam ple of exclusivity  

w it h in  u p p e r  so c ie ty  a n d  p o l it ic a l  e l i t e s .  Royal  

Olympians have existed always, in the Ancient Games,  

after their  m odern revival an d  currently. I becam e  

interested in this issue when I met King Konstantinos II 

of Greece in Olympia, and realised that the connection  

between his three main achievements (a national and  

Olympic reigning champion and sitting IOC Member) was  

not mere coincidence.

The historical,  social a n d  political aspects of the  

sport and Olympism has interested m any authors and  

researchers. However, a scholarly review of this specific 

subject has yet to be written. This article aim s to give 

a perspective about the royal presence at the Olympic 

G a m e s , reaching a conclusion from three key themes:

kings at the Ancient Greek festivals, royal athletes at the 

modern Games (the central section and most detailed  

section) and other royal connections within the Olympic 

Movement.

Monarchy at the Ancient Games: 
aristocracy, kings and emperors

H om er's  works Iliad  and Ooyssey offer t h e  two earliest 

written references co n cern in g  Greek ath le t ics  and  

agonistic contests. Iliad's book 23 depicts the funeral  

games organised by Achilles in h o n o u r  o f  his close friend 

Patrodus, w ho was killed by the Trojan Prince Hector. 

The games consisted of eight athletic contests in which  

the most notorious Achaean heroes challenged their  

equals through athletic tournaments.1 Every single man  

who took part at those funeral games was an Achaean  

prince or king who was fighting to conquer Troy. They 

took p a rt  in the contest not for the material prize but in 

pursuit of a greater glory. Victorious princes confirmed  

that they were in possession of excellence and arete, 

idealistic attributes of their social and political position. 

Ulysses, one of the winners, appeared as an aristos (‘the 

best', used as synonym for aristocrat) who belonged



to the a risto i  (aristocratic  fam il ie s).  Greece w as in 

the process during the period of Archaism (9th and 8th 

centuries BCE) of developing city-states called poleis. 
A polis was a territorial, political and social institution  

led by aristocratic families which controlled the process 

a n d  were direct heirs of m o n a rch ic  regimes. P a n -  

H ellenic sanctuaries gained importance and promoted 

athletic festivals in which virtually only the nobility  

competed w ithin this Archaic period. It was reflected 

in the stories of Elis itself, the polis that administrated  

Olympia an d  the Gam es. The city sanctuary, so said a 

myth transmitted to j s  by Pausanias, had royal roots 

because the Delphic Sybil suggested Kinglphitos of Elis 

to restore the Olympic Games.'

As well as m any aristocrats, som e Greek monarchs  

were competitors in Olympia, Delphi and Nemea. Some 

of them  even becam e Olympic ch am p io n s thanks to 

ow ning the fastest chariot and horses even thought  

they did not drive them  -  they could hardly be called 

a th le te s  b ut th e ir  t r iu m p h s  were ju s t if ic a t io n  to 

the masses for their political power. The ideological  

storytelling around the aristoi was reinforced with the 

prestige of the agonistic triumph and proved that their  

lineage was blessed t y  the sanctuary's divinity. Values 

l inked to the tr ium p h  -  like intelligence, skill  and  

strength -  were presented as aristoi's inborn values:  

the rich chariot owner achieved a champion's prestige 

while avoiding the risks that a driver and a rider faced. 

Although the upper classes and nobility participated at 

the gym nikoievents (footraces, pentathlon and combat  

contests) because their  wealth allowed them to hire 

good trainers and coaches, equestrianism was properly 

aristocratic and the common event for royal m em bers.5 

Royalty understood that the agonistic games were a 

good opportunity to stand up for its social and political 

legitimacy.1*

Many cities ruled by aristocratic fam il ies  had lost 

the official n am e of m onarchies although kept most  

m o narch ic  characteristics, so som e aristocrats who  

c o m p e te d  c a n n o t  be str ictly  c o n s id e r e d  as royal 

Olympians. Sparta was a powerful state that maintained  

the term monarchy as its constitutional regime for many  

centuries. Spartan King Demaratus becam e Olympic  

ch a m p io n  in 50A BCE th a n k s  to his fast chariot and  

horses. Spartan monarch Agesilaus II, whose reigned at 

the beginning of the i*th century w hen Sparta was the  

most powerful Greek state, wanted to show the strength 

of his kingdom in the place where all the Greeks met 

every four years: Olympia. According to Xenophon and  

Plutarch, he encouraged his sister Princess Cynisca to 

take part at the 396 BCE Olympic Games in the chariot 

races. As a w o m a n , her attendance at the event was  

f o r b id d e n .  H ow ever, her c h a r io t  w on so Cynisca  

b ecam e the first fe m a le  Olympic w in n e r  ever. She  

competed four years later a nd won again.5 During the
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Classicism movement (5th century), Sicilian monarchies  

were tyrannies that had achieved stability -  the word 

'tyrant' did not in those days necessarily have negative 

co n n o ta t io n s .  Sovereign ruler Hieron I of Syracuse  

was a w in n e r  of the chariot races of the 476 and 472 
BCE Olympic Gam es. He w anted to perpetuate those  

successes so he asked Pindar for lyric poems relating his 

triumphs. Hieron I did the same to honour his brother-  

in - la w  and r ig h t -h a n d -m a n  Cromios when he won at 

the Nemean G a m e s.6 King Arcesilaus IV of Cyrene -  a 

Greek colony in present-day Libya -  was presented with 

an olive wreath during the 460 BCE Olympic Games.

Macedonians believed in Greek gods, spoke a Greek  

dialect and organised athletic festivals. Nevertheless, 

they were not allowed to enter Olympic competitions  

because the ju d g es , h e llan o d ika i, instituted by Elis 

did  not co n sid e r  M a c e d o n ia n s  e t h n ic a l ly  Greeks.

King Alexander I, w ho reigned du ring the first half  

of the 5,h century BCE, wished to jo in  the footraces in 

Olympia but could not because he was M acedonian.

However, he claimed descent from Argive Greeks and  

was thus allowed to co m p ete.7 Although he did not  

win, itcreated a precedent, and thereafter Macedonian 

royalty was permitted to p artic ipate. His grandson  

King Archelaus I was the winner in the a o 8 BCE Olympic 

chariots race. He also won at the PythianGames. King 

Philip II transformed the Kingdom of Macedonia into 

the most powerful Greek state in the middle of the 3rd 

century BCE. Such political growth needed a cultural and  

religious legitimacy over all the Greeks.

The P an-H ellen ic  sanctuary of Olympia and its huge  

prestige was the best platform to p ropagandize the  

new M acedonian hegemony. Philip II gained victory 

in three different equestrian  events at the Olympic  

Gam es between 356 and 34 8 BCE and won in Delphi  

to o .8 Philip  II died in 336 an d  his son Alexander III 

(the Great) succeeded him . His attention was focused 

on the m ilitary an d  political affairs required by the  

h egem o nic Kingdom of Macedonia, so athletics was  

not a priority. Moreover, his teacher Aristotle criticised 

a t h le t ic s  b e c a u s e  p h y s ic a l  t r a in in g  h a d  b e co m e  

excessive. Plutarch wrote that the philosopher taught 

the King that athletics and physical competitions were 

neither transcendent nor significant. Alexander the  

Great refused to compete at the Olympics, as his father



Prince Friedrich Karl 
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did. He said that he would only attend the Games, "If  

kings were my rivals" in order to avoid a victory over 

plebeian men or the defeat of a monarch.9 He gave little 

significance to Olympia or Delphi but he never attacked 

any agonistic festivals, and Macedonia even hosted an 

Olympian Games in the city of Dion.

Another H ellenistic  k in g d o m , Egypt, enco uraged  

the agonistic participation at the Pa n-H ellen ic  games  

so a th le te s  from A le x a n d r ia  o b t a in e d  w o n d e r fu l  

results with4 1  known Olympic triumphs because the  

Egyptian monarchy encouraged athletics to reinforce 

its Hellenistic identity. However, none of the Ptolomean 

kings competed a t  Olympia or Delphi.

After defeating Queen Cleopatra of Egypt, Octavius  

Augustus a ssum e d  im m e n se  power in 27 BCE w hile  

the Republic of Rome was reorganised as an autocratic 

regime under the nam e of Empire, eventually ruled 

by a m o narch. Tiberius was Emperor after Augustus  

died in 14  CE an d  he becam e the powerful leader of 

Rome. Seventeen years before, he received the sacred 

olive wreath as Olympic cham pion in the chariot race. 

Although he was Roman he was allowed to compete  

because was related to the powerful Emperor Augustus. 

Agrippa, related to the first four emperors, attended  

personally the 16 BCE Games as spectator. Germanicus  

Caesar, the Tiberius' adoptive son, won at the games of 

the 17 CE Olym piad .'0 When Emperor Nero travelled to 

the Eastern half of the Empire to get the support of the

Hellenistic elites, he then actively endorsed the Greek 

sanctuaries and their games. As part of this diplomatic  

gesture, he competed at the 65 CE Olympics w in n in g  

three equestrian and three artistic events, some of them  

eventually invented for him .”

Emperor Domitian carried cut a restoration programme 

in Olympia to build new temples and facilities for the  

athletes and emperors of the 2"a century CE (Hadrian,  

Antoninus and Marcus Aurel ius) continued this policy. 

They defended Hellenistic ideas and, as result, attended 

agonistic festivals w ithout competing but promoting  

sanctuaries like Olympia through coinage, construction 

of religious and gymnastic facilities and the restoration of 

the Olympia's stadium.”

Kings and princes as modern Olympic athletes

In th e  s a m e  w a y  t h a t  G reek a t h le t ic s  were very  

connected with the aristocratic arete, m odern sport  

has an u p p e r -c la s s  social origin. Sport d u rin g  the  

19"'century in the British Victorian era was participated  

in by those who enjoyed enough free time a n d  were 

brought up on the benefits of physical exercise. Those 

pedagogical and health benefits were theorised by 

Thom as Arnold an d  inspired Baron de Coubertin to 

think of physical education es a tool in the educational  

system .'3 Pierre de Coubertin v isu al is e d  an Olympic  

revival a s  a philosophy for a n ew elite within society:



"The second characteristic o f Olympism is that it is 
an aristocracy, an e 'ite. Of course, this aristocracy is 
completely egalitarian in origin since mem bership is 

determined solely by physical superiority". "*

The first m o d e rn  O y m p ics  in 18 9 6  were strongly  

encouraged and f in a n c ia l ly  supported by the Greek  

royal family. Four years later in Paris, b lu e -b lo o d e d  

m en backed th e  Coubertin's  enterprise w ith in  the  

competition itself. Some athletes were already related 

to royalty in d iffe re n t  w a y s.  Co untess  H ele n e  de  

Pourtales was a sailor at those Games and is considered 

the first woman to w ir  an Olympic contest after Princess 

Cynisca o f  Sparta.

Golf was other sport in which female participation  

w as a l lo w e d , an d  Daria Pankhurst  Wright Pratt, an  

US citizen, gained the bronze m e d a l.  She was still a 

commoner in 1900, but 13 years later she joined royalty 

when she married Serbian Prince Alexis. He was g ran d -  

nephew of Sovereign Prince Aleksandarof Serbia, rightful 

cla m i a n t  to the Serbian throne, opposed to the ruling 

King Aleksandar I. Daria maintained the title of Princess 

of Serbia once she was widowed. Apart of her marriage, 

her connection with rcyal circles goes deeper because of 

her daughter Harriet Wright, born of a previous marriage. 

Harriet's husband was Greek Count Alexandras Mercati, 

a close friend of King Konstantinos I -  who had entered 

the 1900 Olympic golf tournament achieving an eleventh 

final stand and was an IOC Member until 1925.

The list of royal presence at th e  seco nd Olympic  

edition was e n ric h e d by two remarkable anecdotes.  

The S p a n is h  Royal F am ily  has  a long r e la t io n s h ip  

w ith  th e  O lym p ic  M o v e m e n t a n d  ISOH's M em ber  

Fernando Arrechea in forms us about its first Olympian.  

Fernando Sanz Martinez de Arizala was born in Madrid 

but was a French citizen w hen he won a silver medal  

in the cycling event of sprint at Paris 19 0 0 .  Although  

he com peted in the city where he lived, his Spanish  

n a m e  is e x p la in e d  because he was the i llegitim ate  

son of King Alfonso XII o f  S p a i n  f r o m  a love affair with  

the opera singer Elena Sanz Martinez de Arizala.’5 

Another French m edallist  with royal blood at Paris 

19 0 0 , legitimate in his case, was the horseman Louis 

N apo leon Murat. He w on the d isc o n t in u e d  contest  

of m ix e d  h a c k s  a n d  h u n t e r s  c o m b in e d .  His first  

nam e Napoleon was no co inc idence: he was g r a n d -  

n e p h e w  of Em peror N ap o leo n  B o n a p a rte , a n d  his  

grandparents, Carolin e Bonaparte and Joachim Murat, 

had ruled the Kingdom of Naples.

Stockholm 1912 hosted events in w h ich  sportsmen  

belo n g in g  to ruling royal fam il ies  com peted for the  

first t im e .  Curiously, they were three athletes  from 

th o se  three European e m p ire s  w h o se  m o n a rc h ie s  

were a b o lish e d  w h e n  World War I e n d e d  few years  

later. Representing Germany, Prince Friedrich Karl von

Prussia w as a m e m b e r  of th e  G erm a n e q u e str ia n 's  

sh o w ju m pin g te am  which won the bronze m edal.  His 

parents were Prince Friedrich Leopold a n d  Princess  

Louise Sophie Schleswig-Holstein. Grand Duke Dmitry 

Pavlovich Romanov stood for another Empire, Russia, 

jo in in g  the equestrian competition. He finished fifth 

in the team t o u r n a m e n t a n d  ninth in the in d iv id u al.  

Dmitry was grandson of Tsar Alexander II and cousin
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of ruling Tsar Nicholas II. In add it io n , his mother was  

Princess Alexandra of Greece, the King Georgios I ’s 

daughter. Prince Ernst zu H o h e n lo h e -S c h il l in g sfurst 

co m peted for th e  Austrian Em pire as a fencer into  

th e  1912 sa bre  co n te st .  He w a s e l im in a t e d  at the  

preliminary rounds so his experience as Olympian was  

short.

Some sources, mostly contemporaries, have said that  

Duke Paoa K a h an a m o k u  belonged to the H aw aiian  

royalty (Hawaii was a Polynesian monarchy abolished  

w h e n  th e  U nited States c o n q u e re d  th e  is la n d s ) .  

However, 'Duke' was not a title but just his first nam e:  

the famous swimmer and surfer was not member of any 

royalty.’6
King Olav V of Norway became the first monarch to 

compete at a modern Olympics when he was Olympic 

champion in sailing’s Class 6 m at Amsterdam 1928. He 

was still Crown Prince but succeeded to the Norwegian 

throne in 1957. His daughter, Princess Astrid, was married 

four years later t o  a  sailor called Johan Martin Ferner, an 

Olympian who was the r un n e r-up  in the same class in 

1952. Thanks to that marriage, he joined the Norwegian 

royal family, albeit years after his silver medal.

The Winter Olympic G am e s have also hosted the  

performance of b lu e -b lo o d e d  athletes, though the  

num ber of cases was fewer and from small nations.  

Prince Konstantin von Padua represented Liechtenstein, 

a tiny state in the Alps with a large Alpine sports tradition, 

the downhill  at the 1948 Olympics -  he finished 99th-  

an d  Prince Max von H o h e n lo h e -L a n g e n b u r g  did it 

too eight years later -  coming 45"’. Additionally, n o n -  

European monarchies participated at the Games because 

m any Asian royal m em bers have been Olympians in
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of Monaco, w as an O lym p ian  b o b sle ig h e r  at every  

Winter Games between 19 8 3  and 2002. His best results 

were 25th in the t w o - m a n  event in 1988 and 26th in the  

f o u r - m a n  in 1 9 9 4 . Moreover, his grandfather, uncle  

and wife were three successful Olympians.2’

The M ed iterra n ean  co ast t h a t  borders Barcelona  

hosted the sport of sailing at the 1992 G am es so was  

scenery of th e  sa i l in g  event in w h ich  Crown Prince  

Felipe VI, King of Spain, after he succeeded his father  

Juan Carlos I in 2014., achieved an Olympic d ip l o m a " .  

Four years before h im ,  h is  sister Princess Cristina,  

Duchess of Palma de Mallorca, competed at the 1988  

Seoul Olympics as part of th e  Sp a n ish  sa i l in g  team  

that fin ished in 20,h position in the mixed m u ltih ull  

event. At the Barcelona 1992 Olympics she met her  

future h us ban d  Inaki Urdangarfn, a h a n d b a ll  player  

w ho was a key player for the Spanish natio n al team

a notable variety of sports.'7 The Afghanistan national  

field hockey team qualified for Berlin 1936 and was an  

Asian royal pioneer because three players belonged to 

the ruling Afghan royalty.'8 Prince Birabongse Bhanudej  

B h a n u b a n d h ,  co m m o nly  know n as Prince Bira, was  

the grandson of King Mongkut Rama IV of Siam (now  

Thailand). He competed in Olympic sailing ofi9 56  when  

he achieved his best result: 12th in the Star Class in i960,  

196 4 (with his wife Princess Arunee) and 1972. Before 

taking up sailing, Prince Bira was attracted by racing cars 

and competed in six Formula One seasons.

Maharaja Kami Singh of the Indian Princely State of 

Bikaner was a shooter w ho took part in five Olympic  

G a m e s from i 9 6 0 . ” His best a c h ie v e m e n t  w as 8 lh 

position. Iran entered the Winter Games of Innsbruck in 

1964 with four skiers. One of them was Prince Aga Khan 

IV, businessman and holder of the religious title of 49,h 

Nizarilsmaili Imam. He did not achieve very notorious 

results in the downhill, giant slalom and slalom.

S a i l in g  w a s h o sted  in 1 9 6 0  on th e  c o a s t l in e  of  

Naples, a city founded by Ancient Greek colonists in 

6th century BCE. This was a perfect backdrop for the  

gold medal of Crown Prince Konstantinos II of Greece 

in the Dragon Class. He succeeded to the Greek throne  

in 1 9 6 4 but w as forced into exile  n in e  years later  

after a military coup d'etat.  Ko nstantinos ll's sister  

Sofia, later Queen of Spain, jo in e d  the Greek crew as 

substitute but did not compete so did not become an 

O lym pian. Her future h u s ba n d  Juan Carlos I, King of 

Spain since 1975, had been an Olympic sa ilor  three  

years before in the German coasts of Kiel. He entered 

the Dragon Class like his b ro t h e r - in - la w  and obtained  

a worthy 15th rank.

The yachting sporting tradition was m aintained by 

the Norwegian royal fam ily  th a n k s  to Crown Prince 

Harald V, w ho succeeded his father Olav V as King in 

1991. He entered the 5.5  m Class at the 19 4 * and 1968

Olympics and the Soling Class in 1972 -  respectively, he 

ranked 8th, 11,h and 10th. He was the Norwegian flagbearer 

during the opening ceremony of Tokyo 1964 and opened  

Lillehammer' 9 4 70
The British royal family, whose members are celebrities 

all over the world, have represented their country at 

Olympic competitions too. Athletes from the House of 

Windsor represented United Kingdom in equestrianism,  

the traditional high aristocracy sport since antiquity.  

Captain Mark Phillips met Pri icess Anne, Queen Elizabeth 

ll’s daughter, during the 1972 Munich Games -  he was a 

member of the British th re e -d a y  event team that was  

v ic to r io u s -  and they becam e engaged w ithin a year. 

3rincess Anne competed in the same event in Montreal 

1976. Before they divorcee, Phillips won his second  

medal when the British team were runner-up at thei988  

Games.

Another fam ous European royal fam ily participated  

in the Winter Olympics. Crown Prince Albert II, current  

Sovereign Prince of the small  Mediterranean country



th a t  w on two bronze m e d a ls  in 19 9 6  a n d  2 0 0 0 .  In 

A u stra lia ,  as he w a s a lre a d y  m a rr ie d ,  U rd a ng arin  

played as m em ber of the royal family.

T h e  la t e s t  c a s e s  of W e ste rn  m o n a r c h i e s  w it h  

presence at  th e  S u m m e r G a m e s cam e through two  

fem ale equestrian a t h letes. Princess Nathalie S a y n -  

Wittgenstein is the niece of current Queen Margrethe II 

of D e n m a rk  a n d  g r a n d d a u g h t e r  of p re v io u s  King  

Frederick IX. She j o in e d  th e  D a n ish  dressage team  

w h ich  f in ish e d  third at the 2 00 8 G am es an d  fourth  

at London 2012. Zara Phillips is an Olympic rider like 

her parents, Princess Anne an d  Captain Phillips. The 

g randdau ghter of Queen Elizabeth II was part of the  

British three day event team w hich  won silver at the  

London 2012 G a m es. She was born in the city.

The im p re s s iv e  e c on o m ic  growth of m a n y  Arab 

m o narchies the last few decades has motivated the  

e n c o u r a g e m e n t  of sport  at d iffe re n t  levels, even  

th e  p a rt ic ip a t io n  of royal a th le te s  at th e  S um m e r  

Olympics. The first royal Arab Olympian was Princess 

Haya of Jordan, th e  daughter of King H ussein I. She 

w as a h o rse w o m an  w h o  was posit ioned 70th in the  

indiv idua l sh o w ju m p in g  of Sydney 2000. Her c o u s in -  

i n - la w  Zeina Shaban is a Jordanian table tennis player 

who was engaged to Prince Rashid bin E l -H assan after 

her Olympic presence in Athens and Beijing.

The D u ba i royal f a m ily  has  s h o w n  a s ig n if ic a n t  

interest in th e  Olympic G a m e s since Sheikh Ahm ed  

A l-M a k to u m  won a gold m edal in the double trap of

Athens 2 0 0 4 . The shooter is the cousin of the current 

Prim e M inister  of th e  U nited Arab Em irates,  Emir  

M ohammed Al-M aktou m . Sheikh Saeed A l-M aktou m ,  

son of the previous Emir of Dubai, has entered every 

shooting event of skeet since the 2000 Olympics where  

his best rank was 9th.

Although o ther Arab co u n tr ies  have not a llo w e d  

the p ar t ic ip a t io n  of fe m a le  a th le te s  until  London  

2012, two w om en from the Dubai's  royalty have been  

O l y m p ia n s .  S h e ik h a  Latifa h  A l - M a k t o u m  j o i n e d  

the e q u e str ian  Olym pic t o u r n a m e n t  in Hong Kong  

in 2 0 0 8  to a c h ie v e  a 5 4 ,h f in a l  s t a n d in g .  S h e ik h a  

M a it h a  A l - M a k t o u m ,  t h e  E m ir  M o h a m m e d  A l -  

M aktoum 's daughter, atta in ed  an Olympic d iplom a  

in 2 0 0 8  in ta e k w o n d o  -  less th a n  67 kg. This sport  

is not c o m m o n ly  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  w e a lt h y  so c ia l  

classes. Prince Faisal A l -S h a la n  of Saudi Arabia was  

an e q u e str ia n  athlete at the 20 0 8  Olympics w hose  

achievem ents  in both in d iv id u a l  an d  team ju m p in g  

events were not especially significant.

H o w e v e r ,  K in g  A b d u l l a h ' s  g r a n d s o n  P r in c e  

Abdullah A l-S a u d  was a rider who, a ft e r  the h um ble  

performance in China, stayed with the Saudi Arabian  

s h o w ju m p in g  t e a m  t h a t  w o n 't be bronze medal a t  the  

2012 Olympics. Another Is lam ic  Royal Family  in Asia 

with Olympic experience, but not Arabic in this case, 

is the Sultanate of Brunei, after Prince Abdul Hakeem  

Jefri Bolkiah, a skeet shooter who competed in Atlanta 

and Sydney with modest results.



Crown Prince Felipe 

wastheflag-bearerfor 

the Spanish Olympic 

team in 1992 at the 

opening of the Games 

in Barcelona. He took 

part in sailing and 

came sixth in the 

soling class. His father, 

King Juan Carlos I had 

competed in the 

Dragon class at the 1972 

Olympic regatta 

at Kiel. In 1988,

Felipe's sister Cristina 

competed in the 

tornado.

Photos: Official Report 
Barcelona 1992. OSOIOC Archives

Royalty with the Olympic Movement

The In te r n a t io n a l  O lym pic C o m m ittee  is a private  

i n s t i t u t i o n  t h a t  k e e p s  s t r o n g  r e l a t i o n s  w it h  

g o v e rn m e n ts  a n d  u p p e r - c l a s s  circles. Aristocracy  

has been a co nstant feature at the Olympic elites” . 

Furthermore, a baron founded the Olympic Movement. 

After 13 orig inal Members fo u n d e d  the IOC in 189G,  

fewer than 550 people (all men before the Samaranch  

P r e s id e n c y )  h a v e  j o i n e d  t h e  OC M e m b e r s h i p .  

A m o n g  th e m , the official IOC M em bers list  sh o w s  

that 14 Barons, 26 Counts, 8 Marquises, 6 Lords an d  5 

Dukes. Most of th e m  are from European co untries,  

a lt h o u g h  so m e  of t h e m  are n o w a d a y s  r e p u b l ic s .  

Maybe there were more aristocrats in th e  IOC, but  

their  titles do not appear. Likewise, 4 2 m em bers are 

linked to monarchies, a n u m berslig h tly  sm a lle rth a n  

th a t  of nobles, a m in u s c u le  percentage of the total  

h u m an  p o p u la t io n .'“ The IOC worced since its origin  

w ithout any government subvention th an ks to royal, 

aristo crat ic  a n d  u p p e r  class "m em bers who were 
independently wealthy and  h ad the time to devote to 

the enterprise" .25
Six out often IOC Presidents have held a noble title -  

in c lu d in g  Baron Godefroy B lonay, acting President  

during World War I. Two of them were ennobled by their 

Kings for their services. Here are two notorious examples 

of how  royalty is in e x tr ic a b ly  tied to th e  Olym pic  

Movement: B arcelo na-bo rn Joan Antoni Sam aranch,  

whose Presidency implemented the Olympic Movement 

and the Games, also reinforced the international image 

of Spain. Among other things, he facilitated the 1992 

Barcelona Olympics. King Jua n Carlos I, Sam aranch's

close fr iend, rewarded his work as head of th e  IOC 

through the creation of the title of Marquis of Samaranch 

in 1991. The law Real Decreto 1861/1991 explained the new 

marquisate:

The efficient devotion o f Don Joan Antoni Sam aranch  

Torello to promote sport and understanding between 

peoples, from  the prom inent public positions that he 
has occupied, have been culm inated with his brilliant 

performance os President of the International Olympic 
Committee. Therefore, w illing to show  him  my Royal 
appreciation, I am  about to give [Sam aranch] the 

title o f M arquis o f Sam aranch, fo r h im se lf a n d  h is  
successors, according to the Spanish nobility laws.

Former IOC Member King Albert II of Belgium took a 

similar decision. The Belgian institutions, according to 

the King's wish, awarded Jacques Rogge the new title of 

Countin 2002. Rogge, heir  to Samaranch as IOC President, 

entered the aristocracy only one year after he assumed  

his position. Moreover, King Albert II again granted  

Belgian nobility to an Olympic administrator when he 

gave the NOC President Pierre-Olivier Beckers the title of 

Baron in 2012.

The Olympic Charter establishes that the head of state 

(or his designee) of the host country has to officially  

declare the Olympic Games open. It has happened in 

every Sum m er Olympics of the modern era, with the  

exception of 19 0 0  and 1 9 0 4 . It has becom e a no ther  

significant connection between Olympism and royalty in 

that when the Games have been hosted in a Kingdom  

its sovereign, as head of state, declares the event open.  

It has happened ten times at the Games of an Olympiad 

and four times at the Winter Olympics, as it is here listed:



King Georgios I at Athers 1896, King Edward VII at London 

1908, King Gustav V at Stockholm 1912, King Albert I at  

Antwerp 1920, Prince Hendrik at Amsterdam 1928, King 

George VI at London 1948, Princess Ragnhild at Oslo 1952, 

King Gustav VI Adolf for the 1956 equestrian events at  

Stockholm, Duke Philip of Edinburgh at Melbourne 1956  

(Australia belongs to the Com m onw ealth), Emperor  

H iro h ito  at Tokyo 1 9 6 4 a n d  Sap p o ro  1972 , Q ueen  

Elisabeth II at Montreal 1976 (Canada belongs to the  

Commonwealth too) a i d  London 2012, King Juan Carlos 

I at Barcelona 1992, K ing Harald V at L i l le h a m m e r 19 9 4 

and Emperor Akihito a t  Nagano 1998. However, there are 

two episodes in which monarchs opposed the Olympic 

Games. Roman emperors Theodosius I and his grandson 

Theodosius II forbade non-Christian religion. Apparently, 

b u t w ithout direct sources, i t  supposed the end of pagan 

sanctuaries like Olympia and Delphi.

Conclusion

After our extensive c o m p e n d iu m  of e x am p les,  it is 

notable that the presence of royal members in Olympism 

is bigger t h a n  in m a n y  o ther social  p h e n o m e n a .  

This reality deserves a social,  political an d  economic  

explanation. Why are royals attracted by the Olympic 

Games? Why do they join the Olympic Movement through 

both athletic and institutional approches? Moreover, is 

Olympism particularly pleased having this close relation? 

In Ancient Greece, equestrian events were contests in 

which Greek aristocrats and kings typically competed.  

The reason is clear: as Ferrari or Mercedes achieve  

victories in Formula One nowadays because they own the 

cars, the rules of Ancient equestrianism were that owners 

of chariots and horses were the official competitors.  

Consequently, w e a lth /  people like kings had the best 

chance to achieve the sacred wreaths of olive, laurel or 

celery.

If we summarise the Royal appearances at the modern 

G a m es, we can see hi a t  e q u e str ian ism  an d  sa il ing  

are the most c o m m o n  sports. Ten royal O lym pians  

have been riders and eight were sailors. Both sports 

are c o m m o n ly  associated with up p er classes since  

they require very expensive e q u ip m e n t (horses and  

boats) and their practic e is not accessible to most of the 

population. Royal athletes have enough m oney and  

leisure to afford its training and preparation. On the  

other hand, without underestimating the skills required 

for their  performance, these sports are performed by 

fewer people than other disciplines like team sports or 

athletics so opposition is less. No royal Olympian, even 

aristocrat, has ever run a m arathon, entered the Tour 

de France or belonged to football or basketball teams.  

Current King Felipe VI of Spain trained for his sailing  

Olympic participation in Barcelona at the sam e time  

that he was stu d y in g . '6 Likewise, four cases of Asian

royal Olympians took place in shooting, a sport whose  

physical requirements are very particular, maybe less 

rigorous. We can say that royal people enjoy enough free 

time to exercise and reach a good level in those not very 

popular sports, so it gives opportunity to compete at the 

Olympic Games. However, their other daily business and  

occupations make impossible to be focused full time on 

training for specific disciplines like professional athletes. 

Furtherm ore, sa il in g , sh o o tin g  an d  e q u e s tr ia n is m  

have a prominent military identity. It is not by chance  

that military instruction is traditionally an important  

aspect within the educational curricula of members of 

monarchies.

Sport is a w orldw ide social p h en o m e n o n  with big 

impact on culture, economy and m any other aspects. 

Athletes are influential models and their achievements  

are widely celebrated a m o n g  their local and national  

fellows. Daria Pratt, Johan Martin Ferner, Mark Phillips, 

Inaki Urdangarin, Charlene Wittstock and Zeina Shaban  

were normal athletes from non-aristocratic origins in 

most cases who gained such social prestige that they  

became engaged to princes and princesses after entering 

Olympic contests. Sport grew in the first four decades of 

the 20th century and reached a spectacular dim ension.  

The transformation into a phenomenon known as mass 

sport meant that European elites assimilated the English 

sporting ethos of the previous century. In countries with 

a monarchy, those upper classes who enthusiastically  

adopted that leisure activity were backed by the monarch 

himself.77

Royal members saw in the first half of the 20,h century 

th a t  new  p h e n o m e n o n  as s o m e th in g  m o dern and  

enterprising, close to the elitist spirit of the bourgeoisie 

aristocracy. Simultaneously, sports were gaining huge  

popularity. Journalists and the media have been decisive

Prince Albert learned 

bob-racing at a 

training course run by 

Olympic Solidarity 

and took part in five 

Winter Olympics from 

1988 to 2002. Since 

1985 he has been a 

Member of the IOC and 

has also succeeded his 

father Rainer as Prince 

of Monaco Albert II.



in this phenomenon and reinforced that popular social 

dimension, which is very clear at the Olympics because  

of its world awareness and influence. This fact interests 

political elites (monarchies included) because top level 

sport (whose best example is the Olympism) can be used 

as a political tool and the excellence of the royal athlete 

can be managed as propaganda thanks to the media .*8 
Internally an d  at an internatio na l level, different  

governments and political and sports institutions try to 

use the Olympics and other sporting events like the FIFA 

World Cup as a symbol and mirror of the hosting country. 

Such huge sports events are very popular all around the 

world and they are communicated to millions of people 

through press, radio, television, etc. The social prestige 

of the Olympic brand with its main perspectives -  the  

competition, host in g  the Games, ceremonies, the IOC, 

etc. -  are a im ed, in conclusion, by royalty. This group 

has historically based its legitimacy and exclusivity on 

prestigious social and cultural p h en o m e n a :  military  

victories and religion in the past, sport and the Olympics 

i n  o u r  modern societies in ourtime. •

1 Homer, I l ia d 2 3 ,2 5 6 -8 9 7 .
2 P ausanias 5 ,2 0 , 1 .
3 Nicholson 2005 pp. 2 -1 3 ;  Young 2001* p. 13.

it Nicholson 2005  pp. 11- 17: Kyle 2007  pp. 7 6 -7 9 ; Crowther 2009 p. 9.
To w in at one of the four P a n -H e lle n ic  gam es or ju st  to participate
w as helpful to justify  status a n d privileges of the ruling fam ilies  
once they were challenged since the 71" century in m any po le is. In 
order to get it, som e rulers hired the services of poets like Pindar 

and Bacchylides to m agnify the athletic perform ance of m onarchs 

and th eir close circle.
5 Xenophon, A g e silau s  9 , 6 ; Plutarch, Life o f  A g e sila u s  20, 1 . The 

prestige of these two victories w as enorm ous a n d she evoked them  

at her funereal epigraph. Spartan athletes w ere very successful at 
the P a n -H e lle n ic  G am es: Sparta w as the second city w ith more 
know n victories at the Olympics and the first together w ith the  
other three gam es.

6  Pindar, N em ea  1; Kyle 2007, pp. 83 and 129.
7 Herodotus 5, 22. As M acedonian m onarch, it m eant that he w as not 

Greek according to the h e lla n o d ik a i's decree. The King argued that 
he belonged to a lineage descent of the P eloponnesian city of Argos 

a nd  the m ythical Heracles. The ju d g e s said his claim  w as true.
8 Plutarch, A lex a n d er  9 , 5. The political use of his success w as re­

flected in th e coinage of coins w here the reverse com m em orated  

his athletic achievem ents (som ething th at Sicilian tyrants had  
already done).

9 Aristotle, Po litics  5, 9; Plutarch, A lex a n d er  9, 5 . Philosopher 

Aristotle was A lexander's tutor w hen he w as a young prince.

10 Scanlon, 2002, pp. 9 5 -5 2 . Obviously, Im perial authorities were not 

rejected. Mostly w hen they were estab lish ing a policy o f protection 

to Greek sanctuaries like Olym pia. The G am es flourished extraordi­
narily in the Eastern half of the Em pire alon gside the Im perial cult 

started to be Introduced.
11 Suetonius, Nero  11, 1 and 12, 3: Crowther 2001, p. 7. Em peror Nero 

h im self drove the chariots. The negative im age th at has perpetu­
ated of his participation is because of his biographer the historian  

Suetonius, politically opposed to h im . Suetonius described Nero 
into his work as aw kw ard and eg om aniacal.

12 Suetonius, D om itio n  9 , 1 .  The im perial interest in athletics is ex­
p la in ed  because they were really concerned about the Greek 

culture and religion. On one h a n d , it gave benefits to the im perial 
authorities, a new  political situation th at broke up w ith som e  
traditions of the Greek religion.

13 B adenas 20 0 5, pp. 8 9 -9 9 ; G onzalez Aja 20 0 5, pp. 2 38 -29 0 . 
Coubertin developed th is pedagogical idea in order to plan the  

revival of the Olym pic G am es.

19 Coubertin, 1935. The estab lished rule of am ateurism  eventually  

m ade that at the in itia l Olym pic G am es only w ealth athletes, 

if not supported by a sport club , could fund their ow n trip and  

attendance.

15 olim pism o2007.blogspot.com .e s Q 0 0 9 /o 8 /e x clu siv a -u n -b o rb o n -fu e - 

m ed allista.h tm l (retrieved on 5,n Novem ber 2019); New spaper El 

M undo, 25"’ Septem ber 2 0 0 6 . us  it w as an  extram arital re lation­

sh ip , Fernando could not be recognised by his father the King, he 

never belonged to the Spanish Royal Fam ily and he did not receive 

its surnam e Borbon but only h i: m other's fam ily nam e.

16 Duke K ahanam oku w on three gold m edals and two silver m edals  

betw een 1912 a nd 1929 a n d jo ir e d  the US w ater polo team  in 1920. 
His fam ily w as connected w itht low levels of the H aw aiian nobility.

17 However, the sm aller num ber c f  African m onarchies has ever been  

involved w ith neither the Gam es nor the Olym pic M ovem ent. The 
only rem arkable case w as A b e te  Bikila from Eth iopia. The double  

O lym pic m arathon cham pion was enrolled w ith in  the Im perial 

G uard an d  Em peror Haile Selarsie I show ed deference to him  in 

som e occasions, like w hen he organised his m agnificent funeral.

18 They were M oham m ad Asif, M oham m ad Sultan and S h u ja U d -D in .

19 He w as th e last person to officially hold his royal title because the  

Republic of India ab olished  every kind of royalty in 1971.
20 A dditionally, h is son Crown Pr nee HSkon lit the cauldron of the 

1999 W inter G am es.

21 Albert II of M onaco m arried Princess Charlene W ittstock, a South 

African sw im m er w ho w as f ira lis t  at Sydney 2000, jo in in g  her 

national team  in the 9 x 100  m n e d le y  relay. Albert IPs grandfather 

a nd  Princess Grace Kelly's father John Kelly Sr. from USA was a 

b rilliant rower three tim es O l/m p ic cham pion in Antwerp 1920 

a nd  Paris 1929. His son , John Kelly Jr., Albert IPs uncle a nd  later US 
Olympic Com m ittee President, w as a rower and Olym pic m ed allist  

too (bronze in 1956).

22 Apezarena and Castilla 1993 , PP- 951- 957. The Spanish crew was 
com pleted by the Prince’s fr ijn d s  Fernando le o n  Boissier and  

Alfredo Vazquez Jim enez. They had chances to fin ish  in podium  

position until the last race but fin a lly  they ranked sixth.

23 M artinez Gorrono 20 0 5, p. 267.

29 Here is a list of these 92 IOC M em bers w ith a royal title, according to 

the IOC itself. Prince Georges B ibzscu (ROU); from 1899 to 1902. Prince 

Serguei Sergei B e lo ss e ls k y -B e  ozersky (RUS); 1 9 0 0 -1 9 0 8 .  Prince  
Eduard M axS alm -H o rstm ar(G ER ); 1 9 0 1 -19 0 5 . Prince Alexander von 

Solm s Braunfels (AUT); 19 0 5 -19 0 8 . Prince Sem en Troubetzkoi (RUS); 

1 9 0 8 -1 9 1 0 . Prince Scipion Borgtiese (ITA); 1 9 0 8 -1 9 0 9 .  Prince Leon 

Ouroussoff (RUS); 19 10 -19 3 3 . Pr nee Otto von W in d isch -G ra tz  (AUT); 
19 11 -19 19 . Prince Stefan Lubom irski(PO l); 19 2 1-19 2 3 . Prince Kazim ierz  

Lubom irski (POL); 19 2 3 -19 3 0 . Pri ice  Sam ad Khan Momtazos Saltaneh  

(IRl); 19 2 3 -19 2 7 . Duke Jacobo : itz -J a m e s  Stuart de A lb a, closely  

related to the Spanish King (ESF); 19 2 9 -19 2 7. Prince Axel S ch le sw ig - 

Holstein (DEN); 19 3 2 -19 5 8 . Prince lesato Tokugawa (JPN); 1936- 1939- 
Sovereign Prince F ra n z-Jo sef II of L ie chtenstein ; 19 3 6 -19 8 0 . Great 

Duke Jean of Luxem bourg; 1 9 9 6 -1 9 9 8 .  R a ja h  B h a lin d ra  Singh of 

Patiala  (IND); 19 9 7 -19 9 2 . Sovereign Prince Raniero III of M onaco; 

19 9 9 -19 5 0 . Sheikh Gabriel Gem ayel (LIB); 19 5 2 -19 8 7 . Prince G holam  

Reza P ah lavi of Persia (IRl); 1 9 5 5 -1 9 8 0 .  Crown Prince Albert II of 

B elgiu m , later King; 1 9 5 8 -1 9 6 9 .  King K o n sta n tin o s II of Greece; 

19 6 3 -19 7 9 . Prince A lexandre d s M erode (BEL); 19 6 9 -2 0 0 2 . Prince  

Georg W ilhelm  von Hannover (GER); 19 6 6 -19 7 1 . Prince Tsu n e yo sh i- 

Takeda (JPN); 19 6 7 -19 8 1. Sultan Ham engku Buw ono IX de Jodjakarta  

(INA); 19 6 8 -19 7 6 . Sheikh  F a h a c A l-A h m a d  A l-S a b a h  (KUW); 19 8 1 ­

199 0. Prince Faisal Fahd Abdul Aziz (KSA); 19 8 3 -19 9 9 . Princess Nora of 

Liechtenstein; since 198 9. Sovereign Prince Albert II of M onaco; since  

19 8 5 . Princess Anne (GBR); sin e ? 19 8 8 . Sheikh A hm ad A l-F a h a d  A l-  

Sabah (KUW); since 1992. Prince:s Pilar de Borbon (ESP); 19 9 6 -2 0 0 6 .  

Great Duke Henri of Luxem bourg; since 199 8. Crown Prince W ille m - 

A le x a n d e rof the N etherlands, later King; 19 9 8 -2 0 13 . Rajah R andhir  

Singh (IND); since 2001. Prince fa w a f Faisal Fahd A bdul Aziz (KSA); 

since 2002. Emir Tamin A l-Thani f)AT), since 2002. PrinceTunku Imran 

(MAS); since 2 0 0 6 . Princess Hava A l-H u ss e in  (JOR a nd UAE); since  

2007. Crown Prince Frederik of Denm ark, since 2009. Prince Feisal A l-  

Hussein (JOR); since 2010. P rinceTsunekazu Takeda (JPN); since 2012.

25 Toohey and Veal 2007, pp. 9 8 -5 2 . Coubertin estab lished  im precise 

criteria to a ppoin t new  IOC Members.

26 A pezarena a nd  Castilla 1993, p 959. Crown Prince Felipe finished  

his BA in Law a t th e  A utonom ous University of M adrid in 1993. He 

failed two exam s in the acaderr ic year 1991/92, the Olym pic year.

27 Sim on Sanjurjo  2012a, pp. 3 - 5  It is the case of Spain u n der the



reign of King Alfonso XIII (19 0 2 -19 3 1), w ho encouraged the  

upcom ing p h e n om enon of sport granting the title of Real (Royal) 

to m any football clubs, b icked the B arcelona's Olym pic b id  for 1936  

and supported aristocrat c sports like sailin g .

28 Fernandez an d  Ram ajo 10 19 , p. 707; Sim on S an jurjo  2012a, p. 37; 

Toohey and Veal 2007, p. 36 .

29 Fernandez and Ram ajo :o i9 , pp. 7 0 9 -7 0 5 ; Sim on Sanjurjo 2012b, 

p. 91. Hosting countries ise d  to plan a national a n d local b ra n d ­

ing im age through the organisation of the event. E .g ., Spain aim ed  

to share a dem ocratic im age by hosting the 1982 FIFA World Cup, 

hosted seven years after Dictator Franco d ied .
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