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Helsinki first a nnounced its interest in organising the 

Olympic Games at the 1930 Olympic Congress in Berlin. 

At th a t  time people were still focusing on 1936. The plans 

became concrete six years later when the Finnish capital 

stood as ca ndidate for the 1940 Gam es against Tokyo 

and lost.

The Japanese were at war with China but it was not 

until 1938 that they accepted that they would not be in a 

position to host the Games of the XIIth Olympiad. All the  

more credit to the Finns that they declared themselves  

ready to take over, only four days after the Japanese  

NOC had given the Games back to the IOC. That was not 

altogether surprising, forthe Finns had been known for 

m any years as a people obsessed with sport and had  

taken part in all Olympic Games since 1906.

In Finland a career as a w e ll -k n o w n  athlete always 

proved a good reference for a top jo b  later. Some  

exampl es: The head of the NOC and of the Finnish Sports 

Association was Urho Kekkonen, 1924 national standing  

high ju m p  champion and since 1937 Interior Minister. He 

also became state president in 1956 a position he held 

for 25 years.

The D eputy Mayor of H els in ki  w a s ca lled  Erik von  

Frenckell, who from 1940 was permitted also to bear 

the honourable title of "city manager". He had led the  

Finnish Football Association since 1918.

The b a n k e r  Ju k k a  R a n g e l l ,  F in n is h  tr ip le  j u m p  

c h am pio n  in 1912 an d  1913, becam e President of the  

Organising Committee for 1940. He was also co -o p ted  

to the IOC by postal ballot on 15th September 1938. He 

remained a member until 1967. Rangell attained an even 

higher office at a difficult time for his nation in a time  

of war when they were moving towards closer relations 

with Nazi Germany. In 191*1 he was named Prime Minister.

Special issue stam ps as a source of income

Finland had not embarked on the Olympic challenge  

unprepared. Even before they were officially nam ed  

as hosts on 12th June 1938, t i e  new Olympic Stadium  

was opened on the Tivoli grounds. Its capacity  was  

extended from 4 0 ,0 0 0  seats to 61,463. The exhibition  

hall, completed in 1935 in close proximity to the stadium  

w as in ten d ed  to stage ind o o r  sports. At the end of 

1938 co nstruction work on th e  s w im m in g  sta d iu m  

and the velodrome began. In 1939 there followed the  

co m pletio n of the rowing v e n u e  a n d  the t o p p in g -  

out ceremony of the Olympic Village, built on a former 

trotting track in Kapyla.

Despite the American s lu m p of 1937, which had also  

severely damaged the Finnish economy, the government 

e arm arked 3 0 0  m il l io n  F in n m a r k s  for th e  Olympic  

building programme. The shortfall was to be financed  

through the sale of bonds to a value of 200 Markkaa each.

Another im portant source of incom e was the issue  

of special postage stamps. The Organising Committee  

m o delled their  d e n o m in a t io n s  on th a t  used for the  

Games in Berlin, when Olympic stamps with supplements 

had first appeared on a large scale. The profits from these
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flowed into the "Hilfsfonds fiir den Deutschen Sport” , 

founded in 1933 by the Reichssportführer. From 1934 this 

was known as "Deutsche Sporthilfe” -  a foundation  

which served to prepare German athletes for the 1936  

Games and give them social backup.

Throw ing the discus -  not an unprofitable skill

At t h e  start of 19 3 9  the Helsinki Municipality announced a 

competition to run from 20th April to 16th June 1939. What 

was sought was a set of special issue stamps covering 

the full range of valu es. The designs that have been  

preserved, show clearly that Berlin was the model. The 

values indicate a su p p le m e n t, customary in Finland  

since the beginning of the 1930s with charitable issues in 

aid of the Red Cross.

Participation w as lively. Ten artists h a n d e d  in no 

ess than 103 designs, to be ju d g ed  by a s ix -m e m b e r  

commission headed by Rafael Blomstedt, Rector of the 

Central School of Arts and Crafts. The jury, met in the City 

Hall. It comprised representatives of the Finnish designer 

and philatelist association, a n d  chose ten proposals, 

which were passed on to the postal administration, even 

before had established a final ranking.

The postal a d m in is tra t io n , however, favoured the  

artist Signe H a m m e r s te n -Ja n s s o n  (18 8 2-19 70 ) ,  with  

whom they had worked for a long time, and had printed 

numerous colour proofs from her works. They even went 

further by printing three collective proofs in black, blue 

and brown, though t h e  jury only gave her a consolation 

prize. The ju r y  aw ard ed  the 1st place to the graphic  

designer and painter Gustaf Adolf Jysky(18 9 3 -1966), who 

had apparently not taken any great trouble searching for 

his motifs.

His design shows a discus thrower, which can be clearly 

recognized as the American Olympic champion of 1936,  

Kenneth Carpenter. The image was identical to number  

55 in a popular collectors photo card series distributed in 

great numbers by the Hamburg Cigaretten-Bilderdienst.’ 

Why the artist gave his design the title "Limppu” , which

in Finnish means a thick piece of bread, was not revealed. 

Perhaps this was because his work was awarded 5000  

F in n m a r k ,  a n d  therefore proved a n y t h in g  b u t  an  

unprofitable skill.. .

W irkkala's "galloping horses"

The prize of 4 ooo Finnm arks w ent to the then little 

known designer Veli Tapio Wirkkala ( 1 9 1 5 -1 9 8 5 ) .  He 

nad taken his degree in Helsinki School fo r  Sculpture in 

1936. (The centenary of his birth has been marked with 

exhibitions this year in Finland)

For th e  1914  G a m e s  W irk ka la  h a d  e n v is a g e d  a 

stam p with two runners, to w h ich  he gave the title 

‘ Parivaljakko", by which in fact two galloping horses 

are intended. But especially the "balanced stride" of the 

two athletes reminds us of Wirkkala's famous fe llo w -  

countryman Paavo Nurmi, who put Finland on the world 

map in the 1920s.

Wirkkala's great ca reer did  however not take off unti I 

1946 when he won a competition organised by the glass 

manufacturer Littala. Today his works are to be found in 

the collections o f  the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris 

as well as in the New York MoMA. They include glassware  

with ice like surfaces which co m m an d  great sums of 

money.

But Wirkkala remained tied to sport. Although the 1940 

Olympics were cancelled Helsinki did ultimately host the 

Games o f  the XVth Olympiad in 1952. Four stamps were 

produced in late 1951 in connection with these. Two of 

these bear his signature. This time, however, he had  

decided on two footballers and a sprinter at the start 

an d  in front o f  the background of his predecessors of 

antiquity.

The shared third  place

The 2500 Finnmark prize was shared between brothers 

Eino Rafael Rapp (1902-1953) and Aarne Alexander Rapp 

(1897-1939) and competition winner Jysky. As appropriate

W hen Helsinki 

m ade an application  

to stage the 191+0 

Gam es, an advertisin g  

vignette w as produced. 

A djacent: Tapio 

W irkkala's “Duo” 

w hich  w on second  

prize.
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The design by Eino  

a nd  Aarne Rapp 

featured a sh o t-p u tte r  

and a ja v e lin  throw er. 

They received third  

prize, but had to share  

th is w ith  G ustaf Adolf 

Jysky. The com petition  

w in n e r presented a 

design w ith  the  

H elsinki stadium  

tow er. Tw elve years 

later th is w as used for 

an Olym pic stam p, but 

the doves w ere m issing  

on the 1952 version.

for brothers, the Rapps also drew two athletes, to whom  

they gave the title "Kuula ja  keihas" -  thus shot and  

javelin.

The choice of d iscip lines was u n d erstan d ab le :  the  

silver medal of the shot-putter  Sulo Barlund in 1936 in 

Berlin was still fresh in the popular memory. As for the  

javelin, it was at the time unquestionably a "Finnish"  

d o m a in . In 1912 -  in throwing with both arms -  and  

1920 the Finns occupied the first four places, a n d  in 

Jonni Myyra they produced the 1924 winner. In 1932 they 

also wen all three medals. Only in 1936 did they have to 

hand over the title to the German Gerhard Stock.

Whether Jysky was also inspired by javelin throwing  

when he sent in a design with the stadium tower, which  

brought him a further prize, can only be guessed at. In 

any case the legend endures to this day that stadium  

architect Yrjo Lindegren and his partner Toivo Jantti  

had fixed the height of the tower, on whose top the

Olympic Flame was to burn, at exactly 72.71 metres -  the 

distance with which their countryman Matti Jarvinen  

had become Olympic champion in 1932 in Los Angeles. 

In reality the b u ild e rs  die not have t h a t  in m in d .  

Instead, the height of the tower, which in fact is only 72 

metres, resulted from the calculations of the structural 

engineers.

Twelve years later Jysky came along with his design, to 

which he had given the name "Nytse alkaa" -  "N o w it  

begins". Nonetheless he did without the white doves  

in the Olympic stamp of 1952. Perhaps the symbols of 

peace at a time of danger of atomic war appeared to 

him unsuitable or somewhat naive.

In this later work, however, there is a rem arkable  

s im i la r i t y  w ith  a d e s ig n  by S ig n e H a m m e r s t e n -  

Janssson, w ho had gone unrewarded for her stadium  

stamp in 1939.

Secret w in n e r: Signe Ham m ersten-Jansson

Born in Sw ed en , she was u n d o u b t e d ly  the busiest  

and best stam p designer. Between 1929 an 1963 she  

designed no fewer than 173 postage stamps -  am ong  

the most used was a stamp with the lion coat of arms  

from the year 1954/1955- Besides she worked as an  

illustrator, designing letters and banknotes. She also 

worked as a cartoonist under the pen n a m e “ H a m ” . 

Her daughter Tove Jansson, who developed the w e l l -  

known Mumin comic books, clearly drew on the mass of 

work she left behind.

Despite her reputation, this highly regarded lady did 

not emerge from the competition as the w inner. This 

is an indication that the Finnish postal administration

Two of several proofs 

from  designs by Signe 

H am m ersten -Jan sso n , 

w h o  drew  on Finnish  

na tio n a l feeling  w ith  

her w ork. Right: the  

face o f an  Olym pic 

ch am p io n . The flags  

in  the background  

in d icate  that he is a 

Fin n . A djacent: the  

Paavo Nurm i statu e by 

W aino A alto n en.



w as poorly or not at all represented on the jury. For 

the post office she remained num ber one, as the three 

collective proofs show.2

Mrs. H ammersten-Ja nsson chose universal motifs like 

the Olympic Flame of Myron's Diskobolos. She also drew 

on Finnish national feeling. This is shown most clearly in 

the stamp with a port-ait of an athlete withdrawn into 

himself at the m oment o f  he prize-giving, symbolised 

by her with the wreatn on his head and three Finnish  

flags on their masts -  possibly recalling the clean sweep 

by the 10,000 metres runners at the 1936 Olympic Games 

in Berlin.

Of course in this conrection one must n o t  forget Paavo 

Nurmi, w hom  the scu ptor Waino Aaltonen, then only  

30, had sculpted in bronze as early as 1925 after his five 

Olympic victories in Pa'is, commissioned by the Finnish  

government.

One of Signe H am m ersten -Ja n sso n 's  designs shows  

this famous statue, which at that time still stood in the 

A theneum  of Helsinki, until it was moved before the  

1952 Games to the square outside the stadium , where  

today the m onum ent to Lasse Viren keeps it company.

H elsinki i % o  -  the "Centre of the W orld"

As far as the remaining placings are concerned, there 

remain some mysteries. The heraldist Olof Eriksson (1911­

1987) is named as a prize winner. His entry bore the title 

"Hellaasta", showing the beautiful head of a Hellenistic 

athlete with a victor's ribbon in his hair  an d  which  

brought him the fifth prize. More significant is however 

the fact that Eriksson created the present-day Finnish  

state coat of arms, sh o w in g  a golden lion w ith the  

European sword in its ri ght paw, while it tramples down a 

crooked Tatar sword with its rear paws.

While only the nam e  of the s ix th -p la c e d  has come  

down to us -  Bertel Lindholm -  and nothing is known  

of his design entitled "Elizabeth", we discover from the 

preserved meeting minutes that the jury  awarded an 

additional three prizes. One went to Aarre Karjalainen

( 1 9 0 5 - 1 9 6 6 ) ,  w h o  h a d  e n te r e d  a sketch  n a m e d  

" U r h e i lu ju h la "  (" C o m p e tit io n ") ,  sh o w in g  a lo n g ­

distance runner with the stadium tower as background.

Six years later at the end of the war, K a r ja la in e n  

was to design the first series of Finnish stamps which  

showed five athletes from sports in which Finland had  

been particularly successful: wrestling, horizontal bar 

gym nastics ,  lo n g -d is t a n c e  ru n n in g ,  c r o ss -c o u n try  

skiing and javelin.

A co n so la t io n  prize w e n t  to Signe H a m m e r s t e n -  

Jansson as well, whose work in the minutes is described 

as "4 + 1" .  Whatever is m eant by that -  perhaps the  

nominal value of the stamp: 4 + 1  Markkaa.
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The Greek head of a 

y oung v icto ry  w on  

fifth  prize for herald ist  

Olof Eriksson (far left). 

A djacent: extra prizes 

w ere given to Signe  

H am m ersten -Jan sso n , 

to A arre K a rjala in e n  

for his ru n n e r design  

and to H enryCzarneck, 

w ho had placed  

H elsinki into  the 

"Centre of the W orld"  

in his design.

A llegorical: A m ap of 

Fin lan d as th e  goddess  

o f v icto ry  Nike.
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Fascination w ith  the 

torch relay race: three  

a rtists , w ho se nam es 

rem ain u n id e n tifie d , 

took th is a s th e ir  

them e.

Designs by Signe 

H am m e rste n -la n sso n : 

g lid in g , w hich  w as 

part o f the program m e  

for the first tim e in 

I9<t0. A djacent: 

ty p ica lly  F in n ish  -  

ja v e lin  th ro w in g . 

Neither of these w on  

prizes.

SUOMI
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Finally Henry Czarneck (or Czarnecki?) is named, of whom  

we only know that he also handed in a design with the 

stadium tower as a motif. The title "Maailmankeskipiste" 

("Centre of the World") -  is justified by a globe.

Finnish Nike, torch relay and m arathon race

Among the designs w hose creators are unidentif ied  

is an abstract sketch of the m ap of F in lan d ,  w h ich  

soon afterwards as a result of the "Winter War" of  

19 39 /19 40 was reduced in area by the eleven per cent 

th at  F in land had to han d  over to the Soviet U nion.  

During my research it turned out that various stages of 

development of this motif exist. Once the unidentified  

artist laid a laurel wreath and the Olympic rings on 

the map of Finland, the next time he transformed the  

outlines into an allegory -  the goddess of victory Nike.

The artist had also found inspiration in the torch 

relay. The planned route was in its first part to a great 

extent identical with that of 1936  -  however with a 

"jum p sideways" to Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia, 

independentsince March 1939.

From Berlin th e  relay w as to carry th e  f lam e  to 

Copenhagen, in order to make the crossing in rowing 

boats from Helsingor over the Oresund to Sweden. From 

there the route led via Oslo and Stockholm and finally  

along the Swedish-Finnish coast to Helsinki.

The second great th e m e  w as th e  m a ra th o n  race,

in w h ich  the F inns had a c h ie v e d  victories in 1920  

and 1924 through as Hannes K o lehm ainen and Albin 

Stenroos, later groundsm an at the Olympic Stadium .  

Here too there was reference to Paavo Nurmi, for the  

"W onder R unner" had p la n n e d  to end his sporting  

career in 1932 with a victory in Los Angeles. But then  

he had invoiced expenses for races in Konigsberg and  

Danzig. These were considered excessive by officials. 

The German IOC Member Kar Ritter von Halt had handed  

over incriminating material to IAAF President J. Sigfrid 

Edstrom and Nurmi was banned.

Ignoring the ban which had already been pronounced, 

Nurmi competed on 26'" Ju n e 1932 in Viipuri in the Finnish 

Olympic qualification race. This was in what the Finns  

described as a "short- marathon" of 4 0 .2 km. It was his 

first attempt over the distance but he won in a record 

tim e of 2 :2 2 :0 3 .8 .  The F innish  NOC th en  n o m in a te d  

him for Los Angeles, and w hen the entry was rejected, 

Kekkonen, then also President of the Finnish athletics 

federation, protested in v a ir .

W hile  the IAAF e x c lud e d  N u rm i,  he retain ed  his  

am ateur status in Finland. He contested his last races 

in 1934 , and with 15:20  min over 5 0 0 0  m and 31:39.2  

min over 10 ,0 0 0  m the 37 year old proved that he was  

still world class. His fellow citizens nom inated Nurmi 

to be the last torch-bearer in 1952. This may well have  

annoyed Edstrom, by then I DC President.

B aillet-Lato ur o ffic ia lly  announced 

the cancellation of the Games

Despite the Second World War, preparations in Helsinki 

initially proceeded according to plan. After the victory 

over Poland Hitler briefly allowed the rest of Europe a 

short respite, but Stalin extended his sphere of control 

by an n ex in g  the Baltic sta tes. However his policy of 

e x p a n s io n  failed tem p o rarily  in F in la n d ,  as it w as  

not prepared to concede a security zone in Karelia,  

w hereupon on 30th November 1939 the Soviet attack  

began.



The "Winter War" c hanged the situation. The conflict 

also cost the lives of Olym pic co m petito rs  G u n n a r  

Hockert (gold 1936 ir  the 5000 metres), Birger Wasenius  

(silver in s p e e d -s k a t in g  1936) a n d  Mauri N o r o m a -  

Nyberg (gymnastics bronze 1932/36) . The Finns were 

able to hold out until March 194 0 , but after 105 days the 

mediator Juho Paasik ivi was visibly relieved to negotiate 

a peace treaty with the Kremlin.

Only when the German troops marched into Demark 

and Norway did the Helsinki Organising Committee on 

23rd April 1940 draw a final line under their withdrawal.  

IOC President Count ce Baillet-Latour officially cancelled 

the Games of the XIIth Olympiad on 2nd May.

Epilogue

The variety of philatelic material shows that the Games  

of 1940 in Finland were in good hands even in the view 

of a collector. Knowledge of it is especially due to the  

marathon runner and Olympic philatelist Ossi Virtanen, 

w ho searched the Helsinki city archives, where the  

original designs had once been kept.

His article, published in 1991 in the SPI Journ al remains 

the best that has been written on this subject.5 He only 

had various loose colour copies and photocopies of the 

p riz e -w in n in g  designs at his disposal, and these then  

disappeared after an  exhibition.

A great deal has been lost through carelessness and  

ignorance, so that in retrospect it can still be regarded 

as a stroke of luck that the city administration of Helsinki 

at one stage gave the  caretaker permission to keep the 

com petition do c um e n ta tio n  w hich  w as regarded as 

superfluous when they were moved.

He took them to an auction house, where they were 

sold into private coll ections. In the late 1990s some of 

the objects eventually made their way into the philately 

collection at the Olympic Museum in Lausanne. ■
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PM  FINNLAND PM FINNLAND PM FINNLAND T h ;  e t e r n a l m a r a t h o n  p ro v e d  a p o p u la r  t h e m e . Th e  

un d e ntifie d  artist m ho created the design ab ove, how ever  

gave th e ath le te s a ru n n in g  sty le  re m in isce nt o f a sprinter. 

Top le ft: "T h e th re e  v icto rs" . The o rig in a l d e sig n  is ia  the  

O lym pic M useum  in  Lau san n e . Left: in th e “W inter W ar" in  

19 5 9 /19 9 0  th e  Sw iss gave th e ir  su p p o rt  to th e  F in n s jv ith  

c h i rity  stam ps.


