
The History of Olympic 
Figure Skating
Figure skating made its Olympic debut at the 1908 Summer Games in 
London, captivating audiences with its blend of athleticism and artistry.

The sport officially transitioned to the Winter Olympics in 1924, beginning a 
century-long legacy of iconic performances.

Join us as we celebrate the champions who defined this elegant sport 
through Olympic history.

2 Contributors



1908: London - Ulrich Salchow (Sweden)
The Pioneer

Ulrich Salchow claimed the first Olympic gold medal in figure 
skating history at the 1908 London Games.

The Swedish champion dominated the era with innovative 
techniques and precise execution.

Swedish Dominance

Sweden swept the podium with Richard Johansson taking 
silver and Per Thorén bronze.

This historic sweep set the tone for Scandinavian excellence in 
early figure skating.



Legacy of Ulrich Salchow
Championship 
Dominance
Salchow captured an 
unprecedented 10 world titles 
during his illustrious career.

Technical Innovation
He invented the Salchow 
jump, which remains a 
fundamental element in 
modern skating.

Enduring Impact
His techniques revolutionized competitive skating and influenced 
generations of athletes.



1920: Antwerp - Gillis 
Grafström (Sweden)

1 Pre-Olympic Success
Grafström established himself as the heir to Salchow's legacy 
in European competitions.

2 Summer Olympics Gold
He captured gold in the 1920 Antwerp Summer Games, 
marking Sweden's continued dominance.

3 Transition Period
His victory came during skating's transition from summer to 
winter Olympic events.



1924: Chamonix - Gillis 
Grafström (Sweden)

Winter Olympics Debut
The 1924 Chamonix Games 
marked figure skating's official 
entry into Winter Olympics.

Grafström's Dominance
Gillis Grafström secured his 
second consecutive gold medal 
with technical precision.

Swedish Legacy
His victory continued Sweden's remarkable early Olympic skating 
success story.



Grafström's Double Gold Legacy

Technical Excellence
Grafström's precision and control set new 
standards for competitive figure skating.

Antwerp Triumph
His 1920 performance showcased 
impressive spins and innovative footwork.

Chamonix Glory
At Chamonix, Grafström confirmed his 
status as figure skating's greatest 
champion.



1928: St. Moritz - Gillis 
Grafström (Sweden)

First Gold
Antwerp 1920: Grafström wins his first Olympic title.

Second Gold
Chamonix 1924: He defends his title at the first Winter Games.

Historic Third Gold
St. Moritz 1928: Grafström achieves an unprecedented third 
consecutive gold.



Gillis Grafström: A Storied Career

Olympic Dominance
Three consecutive gold medals (1920, 

1924, 1928) and silver (1932).

World Titles
Four World Championships solidified 
his place among skating's elite.

Artistic Innovation
Pioneered figure skating as an art form 
with musicality and expression.

Lasting Legacy
His technical manuals and training 

methods influenced generations of 
skaters.



1932: Lake Placid - Karl Schäfer (Austria)

Austrian Debut
Schäfer brought Austria its first Olympic figure skating gold.

Technical Innovation
He introduced new spins that pushed the sport's technical boundaries.

Dethroning a Legend
Schäfer ended Grafström's gold medal streak, defeating him 
for the title.



Karl Schäfer's Achievements

2
Olympic Golds

Back-to-back victories in 1932 and 1936, 
cementing his legendary status.

7
World Championships

Dominated the world stage with seven 
consecutive world titles.

8
European Titles

Undefeated European champion 
throughout the 1930s competitive era.



1936: Garmisch-Partenkirchen - Karl Schäfer 
(Austria)

Olympic Mastery
Second consecutive gold medal, confirming his dominance.

Technical Excellence
Perfect execution of jumps and spins wowed judges and spectators.

Pre-War Era
The last Olympics before WWII disrupted international 
competition.



Return of Figure Skating Post-War (1948)

The 1948 St. Moritz Games marked the emotional return of Olympic figure skating after a 12-year hiatus due to World War II.

Athletes symbolized resilience and the healing power of sport in a world recovering from conflict.



1948: Dick Button (USA)
American 
Pioneer
First American 
man to win 
Olympic figure 
skating gold.

Double Axel
First skater to 
land a double 
Axel in 
competition.

Decisive 
Victory
Won by an 
unprecedented 
margin over his 
competitors.

New Era
Signaled the 
shift from 
European to 
American 
skating 
dominance.



Revolutionizing the Sport: Dick Button

Double Axel Flying Camel Spin Triple Loop Artistic Expression Technical Analysis

Dick Button's innovations transformed figure skating in the 1940s and 1950s.

His groundbreaking jumps and spins raised the technical standard for all future competitors.



1952: Oslo - Dick Button (USA)
Pre-Olympic Dominance
Button entered Oslo as the overwhelming favorite after years of 
international success.

Historic Performance
He delivered a flawless routine featuring the first triple jump in 
Olympic history.

Gold Medal Defense
Button secured his second consecutive gold medal with 
unprecedented technical elements.



The Jenkins Brothers in 
Olympic History

Athlete Olympics Medal Signature 
Elements

Hayes Alan 
Jenkins

1952 Oslo Bronze Precise 
footwork, 
classic style

Hayes Alan 
Jenkins

1956 Cortina Gold Refined 
jumps, artistic 
expression

David Jenkins 1956 Cortina Bronze Athletic 
jumps, fast 
spins

David Jenkins 1960 Squaw 
Valley

Gold Triple jumps, 
innovative 
choreography



1956: Cortina d'Ampezzo - 
Hayes Alan Jenkins (USA)

Family Legacy
Hayes claimed gold while his 
younger brother David took 
bronze.

American Domination
U.S. men captured all three 
medals, showcasing 
American skating supremacy.

Technical Excellence
Jenkins' technical precision and artistic grace earned unanimous 
judges' approval.



1960: Squaw Valley - David Jenkins (USA)

Following Footsteps
David Jenkins continued his brother's 
legacy by capturing Olympic gold.

American Home Ice
The Squaw Valley Games marked the first 
Winter Olympics hosted in the western 
U.S.

Technical Brilliance
Jenkins' routine featured exceptional 
jumps and artistic interpretation.



1964: Innsbruck - Manfred Schnelldorfer 
(Germany)
German Breakthrough

Schnelldorfer secured West Germany's first Olympic figure 
skating gold medal.

His victory symbolized Germany's post-war return to Olympic 
prominence.

Artistic Evolution

Schnelldorfer's performances emphasized musical 
interpretation and artistic expression.

His style helped shift judging criteria toward valuing both 
technical and artistic elements.



Recap of 1908–1960 Figure Skating
Scandinavian Era (1908-1928)

Dominated by Salchow and Grafström with technical 
innovations that defined early skating.

Austrian Dominance (1932-1936)
Karl Schäfer established Austria as a skating 
powerhouse with back-to-back golds.

3American Revolution (1948-1960)
Button and the Jenkins brothers ushered in American 

excellence with new jumps and spins.



The Evolution of Skating 
Techniques

Foundation (1908-1920s)
Simple jumps and spins focused on precision and clean edges.

Salchow jump becomes the first named jump in competitive skating.

Technical Growth (1930s-1940s)
Introduction of more complex spins and combination jumps.

Button's double Axel revolutionizes jumping technique.

Athletic Revolution (1950s-1960s)
Triple jumps emerge as the new standard for elite men.

Footwork sequences gain importance in judging criteria.



Women in Figure Skating History

2

3

Madge Syers (1908)
First woman to win an Olympic figure 

skating medal, challenging male 
dominance.

Sonja Henie (1928-1936)
Won three consecutive Olympic golds, 
revolutionizing women's skating with 
flair.

Tenley Albright (1956)
First American woman to win Olympic 
gold, elevating technical standards.

Peggy Fleming (1968)
Redefined artistic expression in 

women's skating with balletic grace.



Sonja Henie: The Superstar 
Skater

3
Olympic Golds

Dominated three consecutive Winter 
Games from 1928 to 1936.

10
World Titles

Unprecedented decade of world 
championship victories.

20+
Hollywood Films

Transformed skating's popularity 
through successful movie career.



Pair Skating Milestones
The Pioneers

The Jakobssons of Sweden won the 
first Olympic pairs gold in 1908.

Early pairs focused on synchronization 
and mirror movements rather than lifts.

Pairs skating evolved from simple side-
by-side elements to complex overhead 
lifts.

Technical Evolution

By the 1960s, throw jumps and death 
spirals became signature elements.

The Soviet Union established pairs 
dominance that would last decades.



The Inclusion of Ice Dance
Olympic Recognition
Ice dance officially joined the 
Olympic program at the 1976 
Innsbruck Games.

This addition completed the four 
figure skating disciplines we 
know today.

Stylistic Differences
Unlike pairs skating, ice dance 
prohibits throws and overhead 
lifts.

It emphasizes rhythm, precise 
footwork, and dance holds.

Early Champions
Ludmila Pakhomova and Alexandr Gorshkov of the USSR won the first 
gold.

Their expressive style set the standard for Olympic ice dance.



Major Innovations in 1970s Skating

Equipment Advances
New boot designs provided better ankle support for jumps.

Musical Expression
Rules changes allowed vocals and diverse musical styles.

3
Triple Revolution
Triple jumps became standard for elite men and pioneering 
women.



Key Champions of the 1970s

Peggy Fleming
Her 1968 gold sparked an American 
figure skating renaissance that flourished 
through the 1970s.

Janet Lynn
Revolutionized artistic expression with 
balletic movements and emotional 
performances.

Rodnina & Zaitsev
Dominated pairs skating with 
unprecedented technical difficulty and 
precision.



1980: Lake Placid Highlights

The 1980 Lake Placid Games showcased figure skating's growing technical demands.

Robin Cousins of Great Britain delivered a gold-winning men's performance combining athleticism with balletic grace.



1984 - Sarajevo: Scott 
Hamilton

American Renaissance
Hamilton's gold medal revitalized American men's skating 
after a medal drought.

2
Signature Style
His unique combination of technical precision and 
showmanship captivated judges.

Musical Interpretation
Hamilton elevated program choreography with exceptional 
musical timing.

Competitive Dominance
His Olympic victory capped four consecutive World 
Championship titles.



1988: Calgary - The Battle of the Brians
Brian Boitano (USA)

Combined athletic jumps with artistic 
sophistication and precision.

His "Napoleon" free skate featured 
eight triple jumps.

Executed flawless technical elements 
with military precision.

The rivalry between Boitano and Orser 
defined the 1988 Olympic competition.

Brian Orser (Canada)

Known for exceptional artistic 
expression and skating skills.

His "Bolero" program showcased 
emotional interpretation.

Lost gold by a razor-thin margin in a 
controversial 5-4 judges' split.



Iconic Moments of the 1980s
Hamill 
Camel
Dorothy 
Hamill's 
signature spin 
became an 
iconic skating 
element.

Soviet Pairs 
Dynasty
USSR won ten 
consecutive 
Olympic gold 
medals in pairs 
skating.

Bolero 
Revolution
Torvill and 
Dean's perfect-
scoring 1984 
ice dance 
transformed 
the sport.

TV Boom
Televised 
competitions 
tripled skating's 
global audience 
throughout the 
decade.



Figure Skating in the 1990s

Media Explosion
Television deals transformed skaters into household celebrities.

High-Profile Rivalries
Dramatic competitions and controversies drove unprecedented public 
interest.

Commercial Growth
Endorsements and professional tours created lucrative post-
Olympic careers.



Champions of the 1990s
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Kristi Yamaguchi Alexei Urmanov Oksana Baiul Elvis Stojko Tara Lipinski
Olympic Medals World Titles



The Dawn of New Judging 
Systems

1 6.0 System Limitations
Traditional judging relied heavily on subjective comparative scoring.

2 Judging Controversies
The 2002 pairs scandal in Salt Lake City exposed flaws in the 
system.

3 ISU Response
International Skating Union developed the Code of Points scoring 
system.

4 Implementation
The new system debuted in 2004, assigning specific values to each 
element.



Rise of Quadruple Jumps
1 1988: First Olympic Quad

Kurt Browning lands the first ratified quadruple jump in 
competition.

2 1998: Olympic Success
Timothy Goebel becomes known as the "Quad King" with 
multiple quad variations.

3 2010s: Quad Revolution
Multiple quad jumps become mandatory for Olympic medal 
contention in men's skating.



2000s: Legacy-Building in Ice Dance
Virtue & Moir (Canada)

Tessa Virtue and Scott Moir 
revolutionized ice dance with 
exceptional skating skills.

Their chemistry and emotional 
performances captured Olympic gold in 
2010 and 2018.

Davis & White (USA)

Meryl Davis and Charlie White brought 
athletic innovation to ice dance.

Their technical precision earned 
America's first ice dance gold in 2014.



The Era of Nathan Chen

5
Quad Types

Mastered five different quadruple jumps, setting new technical standards.

6
Quads Per Program

Performed up to six quads in a single free skate, revolutionizing men's 
skating.

3
World Titles

Dominated world championships with his technical superiority.

2022
Olympic Gold

Captured gold in Beijing with a record-breaking short program score.



Russian Domination in the 2010s

Alina Zagitova
Her technically loaded programs with all 
jumps in the second half maximized 
scoring potential.

Evgenia Medvedeva
Redefined artistic expression while 
maintaining technical difficulty and 
consistency.

Training Systems
Coach Eteri Tutberidze's methodology 
produced a dynasty of champions in 
women's skating.



Emerging Trends in Modern Skating
Equipment Evolution
Boot technology with carbon fiber 
and specialized blade profiles 
enhances jump height.

Physiological monitoring devices 
optimize training and recovery 
protocols.

Artistic Renaissance
Choreographers from ballet and 
contemporary dance elevate 
program artistry.

Growing emphasis on unique 
movement quality and personal 
expression.

Technical Boundaries
Women now regularly attempt 
quadruple jumps in major 
competitions.

Men explore five-rotation jumps and 
innovative combination sequences.



Innovative Performances Since 2020

1

3

Quad Axel Pursuit
Skaters work toward landing the most 
difficult quadruple jump consistently.

Musical Diversity
Programs featuring unconventional 
music styles and cultural expressions.

Young Champions
Teenage athletes push technical 
boundaries with quad-loaded 
programs.

Global Expansion
New nations emerging as competitive 

forces in international skating.



Athletes Making History

Recent Olympic champions have redefined what's possible on the ice through technical innovation and artistic excellence.

Japan's Yuzuru Hanyu became the first man in 66 years to win consecutive Olympic gold medals in men's singles.



Skating Greats From Each Era
Pioneers (1908-1936)
Ulrich Salchow and Gillis Grafström established the foundation 
of Olympic skating.

2 Golden Age (1948-1968)
Dick Button and Peggy Fleming revolutionized jumping 
technique and artistic expression.

3 Television Era (1970s-1990s)
Scott Hamilton and Katarina Witt became global celebrities 
through broadcast exposure.

4 Quad Revolution (2000s-Present)
Yuzuru Hanyu and Nathan Chen pushed technical boundaries 
to unprecedented heights.



The Evolution of Costumes and Music

Early Formality
Early competitors wore formal attire—
suits for men and modest dresses for 
women.

Bold Expression
The 1980s brought flashy designs with 
sequins, bold colors, and theatrical 
elements.

Modern Artistry
Today's costumes feature cutting-edge 
fabrics, strategic crystals, and story-
enhancing designs.



Hosting the Olympic Stage

St. Moritz

Lake Placid

Innsbruck

Garmisch

Oslo

Squaw Valley

Sapporo
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The most iconic figure skating venues have combined technical excellence with atmospheric settings.

St. Moritz's outdoor rinks created unique challenges with natural ice conditions and alpine weather.



The Role of Iconic Coaches
Carlo Fassi
Coached multiple Olympic champions including Peggy Fleming and 
John Curry.

Frank Carroll
Mentored Michelle Kwan and Evan Lysacek to championship 
success.

Eteri Tutberidze
Revolutionized women's technical standards with her champion-
producing training system.

Modern Methods
Today's elite coaches integrate sports science, psychology, and data 
analytics.



Judge Perspectives: Skating Artistry vs Technique

Early Focus (1908-1950s)
Judging emphasized compulsory figures and technical precision over artistry.

Artistic Evolution (1960s-1990s)
Greater weight given to interpretation and performance quality.

3
Modern Balance (2000s-Present)
Point-based system quantifies both technical and program 
component scores.



Contributions to Pop Culture

Film Influence
Movies like "Ice 
Castles" and "I, Tonya" 
brought skating to 
mainstream audiences.

Television Impact
Skating competitions 
became ratings 
powerhouses during 
Olympic years.

Exhibition Tours
Champions on Ice and 
Stars on Ice extended 
skating's reach beyond 
competitions.

Commercial 
Success
Olympic champions 
became valuable brand 
ambassadors and 
celebrity endorsers.



Quad Axel: Pushing Boundaries
Historic Achievement

In 2022, American Ilia Malinin became 
the first skater to land a quadruple Axel 
in competition.

The quad Axel requires 4.5 rotations 
due to its forward takeoff, making it 
exceptionally difficult. The quad Axel represents the most 

technically challenging jump currently 
performed in competition.

Future Impact

This breakthrough opens possibilities 
for more boundary-pushing technical 
elements.

Younger skaters now train with the quad 
Axel as a realistic competitive goal.



Skating Off the Ice: 
Humanitarian Efforts

Michelle Kwan
Served as a U.S. public 
diplomacy ambassador and 
advocate for children's causes.

Her foundations provide skating 
opportunities to underprivileged 
youth.

Scott Hamilton
Created the CARES Initiative 
funding cancer research after 
his own cancer battle.

His skating exhibitions have 
raised millions for medical 
research.

Yuna Kim
Appointed as UNICEF International Goodwill Ambassador in 2010.

Her philanthropy supports children's healthcare and education 
initiatives globally.



Factors That Shape Skater Development

1
Elite Excellence
International competitive success with medal-winning performances.

Financial Support
Access to funding for training, equipment, and competition travel.

Coaching Excellence
World-class technical instruction and strategic program development.

Infrastructure Access
Quality training facilities with adequate ice time for practice.

Early Identification
Talent spotting programs that identify potential champions 
young.



Vision for Future Olympic 
Skating

Technical Expansion
More skaters mastering ultra-difficult jumps like the quad 
Axel.

Global Growth
New nations becoming competitive powers beyond traditional 
skating countries.

Scientific Training
Data-driven optimization of technique and injury prevention 
protocols.

Media Innovation
Virtual reality and interactive viewing experiences 
transforming audience engagement.



Spotlight: Female Figure Skating Stars

Technical Pioneers
Women like Kamila Valieva have landed 
quadruple jumps in competition, once 
thought impossible.

Artistic Excellence
Champions like Anna Shcherbakova 
blend difficult technical elements with 
exceptional artistry.

Global Expansion
Skaters like Japan's Kaori Sakamoto 
showcase diverse skating styles and 
cultural influences.



Spotlight: Male Competitive Revival

Men's figure skating has undergone a technical revolution with athletes like Yuzuru Hanyu and Nathan Chen.

Emerging stars like Ilia Malinin continue pushing boundaries with unprecedented jumping achievements.



Competitive Accessibility

1
Media Coverage

Increased broadcast and streaming 
options make competitions globally 

accessible.

Transparent Scoring
Detailed technical element scores 
educate viewers about skating 
complexity.

Social Media
Direct athlete-fan engagement builds 
personal connections and deeper 
understanding.

Development Programs
International outreach initiatives 

expand skating beyond traditional 
powerhouse nations.



Club or National Federations: Key Developmental 
Drivers?
Club Model

Local skating clubs provide grassroots 
development and early technical 
training.

Community-based approach builds 
lifelong love of skating through 
accessible programs.

Limited resources may restrict 
development of elite technical skills.

National Federation Model

Centralized national training centers 
develop elite athletes with consistent 
methodology.

Focused resources allow for specialized 
coaching and sports science 
integration.

May exclude talented skaters who don't 
fit predetermined physical or stylistic 
criteria.


