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Greta Johansson

Before the foundation of FINA in 1908, jumping into the water assumed many variations
To swim, to dive, to play in water; all these activities have taken place for centuries on every continent for several reasons, including those of practicality, ritualistic, hygienic, leisure, or war-related. Competitions that requested specific organisation, and united a community of experts took place in different environments and locations, such as the Rome of Cesar, the Japan of the 17th century, or the Western Europe of the 19th century. When FINA was created in London, in 1908, its founders did not ignore those practises. They selected part of them, abandoned some, and changed others. What then, was the situation for diving? When establishing its first rules, FINA had to arbitrate between three very different cultures: diving as underwater swimming, diving as athletic performance, or diving as gymnastic acrobatics. 

With the end of the 16th century and the De Arte Natandi, one of the first known swimming treaties, Everard Digby (1587) indicated that the diver “must, if he be in a place where he may stand upon the ground, with as much force as he can, leap up, and bending his head towards his breast fall forwards down into the water”. The early integration of diving into the art of swimming would never be abandoned, and its primary role – to enhance immersion into the water – remained a constant in cultures where swimming was primarily a traditional and useful art. This was still the case in France, for instance, at the far end of the 19th century. At that time, the first diving competitions were judged by evaluating the distance swum under water – this fact helps explain the existence of a “diving record” (58.60m under water) in 1896.
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Three men diving at the beginning of the 20th century


However, in England, from 1880, other variations were developing, namely those which depended on the diver swimming under water or simply taking advantage of the bound (or impetus) given at the start. At that time it was usual, but not systematic, to refer to either diving (meaning an underwater swim to achieve distance or depth), or plunging, a second variation which involved the divers being under water, but not producing any action or movement after submerging themselves from a standing point of a particular height.

If in England evaluation was focused on the spectacular side of diving, or in the perfection in the entry in the water, in Sweden and Germany the angle of appreciation was centred on aesthetics and control of the figures.

The latter form imposed itself as the most frequent and dominating type in England. Contrarily to diving vertically under water, which carried security problems many times mentioned by competitors and organisers, and some visibility challenges for spectators, plunging was extremely easy to organise, to measure and to show, as the swimmers remained in water of a low depth. It also perfectly suited the athletic performances’ parameters, i.e. the sporting rules. Moreover, it allowed records and comparisons between divers. In 1865, the newspaper “Bell’s Life” reported the extraordinary “dive” of 52 feet accomplished by W. E. Harvey, President of the Ilex Swimming Club. For the Swimming Association of Great Britain (soon Amateur Swimming Association), a plunging event was detailed in its official programme in 1883. “A plunge is a standing dive made head first from an indicated firm take-off, free from spring; the body be kept motionless, face downward; no progressive action to be imparted to it other that the impetus of the dive. Such plunge must terminate if the competitor has not already raised his face above the surface of the water at the expiration of 60 secs, or such time as may have been previously announced by the promoting body” (ASA Minutes books n°4, 1883). At the end of the 19th century, the best recorded performance was 82 feet.

To these first forms of diving, others were added, focusing either in the aerial phase or the entry in the water. If we don’t privilege the technique of a running dive, from a pontoon, a boat, or from the water’s edge, it is mainly the aerial dive as a performance that became the most original formula. These kinds of events were firstly held in certain Public Schools such as Eton, specifically renowned for the quality of its divers since the middle of the 19th century. But it was in fact the professional swimmers who mostly helped with spreading this activity in the years between 1870 and 1880, at a time when the ‘professional swimming market’, weakened by the efforts of amateurs, was looking for new, more varied and attractive performances. In this context, the divers were not just swimming in depth, but were giving accomplished performances by jumping from variable heights. Spectacular shows were organised, in which the ‘performance’ was based on the sensational or original conception of the dive, but not on its esthetical control.

Disparities in Europe
While England ‘invented’ the sport, other European countries were developing a culture of ‘gymnastics’ for hygienic, educative or patriotic reasons. This was the case in Germany, France, Belgium and Scandinavian countries, just to name a few. In the area of aquatic activities, this established culture was exhibited by the frequent inclusion of swimming chapters in gymnastics manuals, and also by the growing interest of gymnasts in swimming. This situation was, on the other hand, rare in England, where swimming was normally analysed in specific manuals and written by swimming experts. In this context, an explanation is given as to why swimming was originally considered as a ‘gymnastic art’. Far from the search for quality of the entry into the water, or the performance, strong gymnastic sensibility was characterised by the interest of including acrobatic and esthetical elements and movements in the aerial phase of the dive.
[image: image3.jpg]



Greta Johansson (SWE), one of the first diving stars


This trend originally started in Germany, where “Turnen” was of importance, but also in Sweden, another country with a strong gymnastic tradition since the success of Ling and his sons; initiators of the ‘Swedish method’. In those countries, diving became an acrobatic speciality, in which the quality of execution was mainly due to control of the aerial figures. Besides this common identity of concept between Swedish and German divers, some differences were already visible, most notably the starting point of these figures. While the Germans were privileging the short boards (one to three metres), the Swedish preferred the platform located at five or ten metres above the surface of the water, a difference that is not really explicable. Especially significant were the distinctions between these gymnastic dives and the English aerial dives. If in England evaluation was focused on the spectacular side of diving, or in the perfection in the entry in the water, in Sweden and Germany the angle of appreciation was centred on aesthetics and control of the figures. The merge between these two philosophies occurred in 1897, on the occasion of a major gala organised at the Highgate Pond of London by the British Life-Saving Society, with the aim of stimulating the swimming clubs’ activities.

The early integration of diving into the art of swimming would never be abandoned, and its primary role – to enhance immersion into the water – remained a constant in cultures where swimming was primarily a traditional and useful art.

Twelve divers from Stockholm, invited by the organisers because of their reputation in “High and Fancy Diving”, constituted the main attraction of this nautical session, thanks to their aerial acrobatics (individual and collective). The divergences with the local cultures were such that in the third edition (1900) of their publication Swimming, Archibald Sinclair and William Henry, the organisers of the gala in 1897, added to the 1880 edition several specific drawings and articles on the “Swedish diving”, specifying their new vision: “Most persons understand diving to mean simply a descent or plunge into the water head foremost, for comparatively few have seen the daring and graceful evolutions that representative Swedish swimmers and divers can accomplish”. For most of observers at that time, the Swedish performances were a true revelation and provoked a new orientation of diving in England. It is also true that plunging had growing problems in attracting spectators…

At the Paris 1900 Olympic Games, diving was, without surprise, based on the French conception. Called precisely “Diving contest with the longest course under water”, its actual competitive purpose was a swim of 60 metres under water. The English, more used to plunging without sub-aquatic movement, could not excel and so naturally, the French took the first two places. As for aerial diving, it took place, but only as a demonstration event on stage, with divers from… the Central Sportive Exercises Society of Sweden. In 1904, in Saint-Louis, the diving competition was inspired by various conceptions of the discipline, with the notable exception of the version that had been adopted four years before in Paris! In fact, diving by sub-aquatic swimming was replaced by “Plunge for Distance”, the local equivalent of the English plunging. However, precisely because the representatives of England did not travel to the United States, the Americans swept the first three positions. At the same time, a springboard diving event was officially integrated into the programme, but as the Swedish were also absent, the medals went to the Americans and the Germans, the only participants in Saint-Louis. But, at the 1908 Games in London, the absence of the plunging event definitively marked the cultural victory of the gymnastic conception of diving… the same idea that FINA adopted and retained until our days!


* Thierry Terret is professor at the University of Lyon, France, where he is in charge of the Centre for Research and Innovation in Sport (CRIS), which develops interdisciplinary approaches in sport science. His own research is focused on social history, sociology and gender studies. In particular, he analyses how and why sport and physical activities in general were “invented” in various cultures and times, how and why they have evolved, and how and why they diffused and disseminated to other places and cultures. 
Thierry Terret is the current President of the International Society of the History of Physical Education and Sport (ISHPES). He has written extensively on the history of sport, including several books and various papers on the history of swimming and other aquatic activities. 


