


sturdy muscularity to razor-thin 
prebuesence" (Bauer 4). 

Larissa Latynina was one of the 
most successful women gymnasts in 
the 1950's-and woman she was! 
Latynina competed up to the age of 
32. The mature physique and grace 
Latynina presented portrayed theway 
women's elite gymnastics used to 
look like. Those days are long gone 
(Bauer 4). The mature body type was 
normal in women's gymnastics until 
the 1972 Olympic Games when tiny 
17-year-old OlgaKorbut showed the 
world what amazing things her pe- 
tite young body could do and be- 
came the "Olympic Darling." Then 
emerged another young athlete 
named Nadia Commaneci in the 
1976 Olympic Games in Montreal; 
she claimed the first Olympic perfect 
ten. At the age of 14 Nadia reached 
the status of all-around Olympic ti- . . 

tle ofelite women's gymnastics (Ryan 
200). Nadia was the new sparkling 
sweetheart to prance gold in the gym- 
nasium. 

The "Nadia Syndrome" that still 
affects women's gymnastics today 
includes both extreme leanness and 
youth. Youth. Ah ... wonderful 
youth. One more dynamic that con- 
tributes to eating disorders in the 
elite lives of these !girls; "An elite 
female gymnast's career is a race 
against time and nature. The win- 
dow of opportunity is so narrow: 
from about thirteen to the onset of 
puberty. Then the window slams 
shut" (Ryan 66). The demand the 
sport puts on the body inevitably 
delays menstruation for several years, 
often this is the wish of these young 
girls, which is to prolong puberty. 
Because of the aesthetic nature of 
women's gymnastics, the world is 

left in awe as these tiny and strong 
bodies with their childlike charm, 
successfully complete all events at or 
above the level of the women. The 
turning pointwas here and the rise in 
eating disorders also devastates itself 
from this Nadia syndrome. 

The china doll look ofthese young 
gymnasts has captured the essence of 
female gymnastics over the years. 
But at what price do their bodies and 
psyches pay to be the "Darlings" of 
the summer games? Gymnastics be- 
ing an artistic sport requires a certain 
image, particularly the image of the 
female body. "It is frequently said 
that sports a microcosm of its sur- 
rounding culture. A favorite notion 
in our society is Thin isIn" (Overdorf 
62). To be thin is one of the distinc- 
tive requirements for presentation in 
gymnastics. No one honestly can 
imagine a chubby gymnast, even if 
extremely skilled. Female gymnasts 
adhere to the demands of image in 
both sport and society. With pink 
ribbons in their hair, make-up plas- 
tered faces, and petite frames, the 
desired little princess lookis achieved. 
The girls have to always perform, act, 
and look a certain way. Sadly, what 
once were women athletes are now 
pretty little girls doing flips and spins. 

The point in which the appear- 
ance and beginning of deterioration 
of female gymnastics changed also 
came with the famous Romanian- 
born gymnastics coach Bela Karolyi. 
Karolyi produced seven Olympic 
gold medals; fifteen World Champi- 
onship medals and after his move to 
the U.S, seven U.S national champi- 
ons in ten years. Karolyi insisted on 
young girls for their resilience and 
for their little-doll look that he be- 
lieved enchanted the spectators and 

swayed the judges (Ryan 199). Many 
coaches followed the trend of Karolyi 
and recruited small young girls for 
their teams. For most athletes reach- 
ing the demand their coaches put on 
them to be in their best shape is not 
usually a problem. However, for fe- 
male gymnasts who are already pre- 
disposed to eating disorders, the pres- 
sures from coaches could precipitate 
a life threatening disease and essen- 
tially end their short-lived athletic 
careers. 

Coaches are some of the most in- 
fluential people in the athletic ca- 
reers of elite gymnasts. The lives of 
most of these young girls are in the 
hands ofthe coaches; they often spend 
more time with their coaches than 
with their families and friends. 
Karolyi is one of the most famous 
coaches in gymnastics history pro- 
ducing a long line of champions. 
However, many of his former gym- 
nasts remember his harsh training 
methods. Erica Stokes was destined 
to be one of Karolyi's gymnastic 
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champions after claiming a junior 

national title. Erica remembers 
Karolyi calling her a "pregnant goat" 
and similar names to all the girls in 
the gym. Eventually Erica developed 
bulimia nervosa and quit gymnastics 
at age sixteen, nine months shy ofthe 
Olympics (Bauer 7). Karolyi has been 
a great factor in not only producing 
outstanding gymnasts but to the in- 
creasing rise of eating disorders in 
elite female gymnasts. Karolyi pushed 
young girls to gold medals, world 
championships, and also anorexia, 
bulimia, and lifetime injuries. 

Unfortunately, many young gym- 
nasts are not as privileged as Erica 
Stokes, who managed to escape the 
pressures of the world of elite gym- 
nastics before it took over her life. 
Athletes such as Christy Henrich 
brought to attention the problem in 
the sport, when both gymnastics and 
an eating disorder did overtake her 
career and life. At age twelve Christy 
made the national team and by thir- 
teen was training more than nine 
hours a day. By the time she was 
fifteen, weighing only 90 pounds at 
4' 1 1 ", she was becoming an Olym- 
pic hopeful. However, an incident 
occurred that would change Christy's 
life and the reputation offemale gym- 
nastics to this day. In 1988 a judge at 
the Budapest Gymnastics meet told 
Christy she'd never make the Olym- 
pic team if she didn't lose weight. 
Christy resorted to anorexia and 
bulimia as away to control herweight. 
At one point Christy's weight was 
only 47 pounds. Christy's body be- 
came too weak and she had to quit 
gymnastics just before the 1992 Bar- 
celona Olympic games. In 1994, at 
the age of 22, Christy Henrich died 
of multiple organ failure (Bauer 9). 

Gymnasts withstand pressures that 
many ~ e o p l e  and other Olympic ath- 
letes are unaware of. Throughout 
their entire childhood they train to 
perform one perfect performance on 
the largest stage in the world. They 
must be perfect. Their bodies must 
be perfectly lean, their behavior per- 
fectly polite, and their movements 
~ e r f e c t l ~  precise (Ryan 139). The 

quest for perfection drives many of 

these young gymnasts to obsessive 
personalities that can easily generate 
eating disorders. In gymnastics the 
results depend on the perception of a 
performance as much as the per- 
formance itself. Every four years the 
requirements increase in difficulty. 
Therefore there is a greater advan- 
tage and pressure in maintaining a 
smaller physique to perform the dif- 
ficult elements. 

With the apparent factors that have 
contributed to the problem of eating 
disorders in women's gymnastics over 
the past several decades, the question 
remains "How do we fix the prob- 
lem"? In fact, the International Gym- 
nastics Federation (FIG) has begun 
to make changes to bring back the 
grace and maturity of gymnastics. 
After the 1996 Summer Games in 
Atlanta, Olympic gymnasts will be 
required to be at least sixteen years 
old. However, the aesthetic nature 
and judging of the sport and the 
perfect body image remains. So eat- 
ing disorders in female gymnasts are 
not going to become a thing of the 
past any time soon. 

Athletes or not, women are prone 
to eating disorders due to the "thin is 
in" mentality. Coaches will still strive 
for perfection oftheir athletes, and if 
it involves their weight they will con- 
trol it, and gymnastics as a rhythmic 
sport will be hard to change without 
losing its popularity. The face of 
gymnastics needs to change for the 
health of these athletes. The "Kiddie 
Korps era of gymnastics" is at a dan- 
gerous level (Ryan 241). Nonethe- 
less, most people enjoy watching the 
new young super-stars of gymnastics 
become our world champions. 
There's an unspoken prerequisite to 
the elite gymnastic world, keep them 
young, small and more dazzling. I 
couldn't have said it better than Joan 
Ryan did in her book, Little Girls in 
Pretty Boxes: 

Deep down, we know that our 
consumption and disposal of 
these athletes are tantamount to 
child exploitation and, in too 

many cases, child abuse.. .we 

don't want to see them parade 
past us with their broken bodies 
and mangled spirits, because 
then we would have to change 
forever the way we look at our 
Olympic darlings. They are the 
pink ballerinas inside a child's 
jewelry box, always perfectly 
positioned, perfectly coiffed. 
They spin on demand without 
complaint. (Ryan 243) 

The world has witnessed elite fe- 
male gymnasts get increasingly 
smaller with every Olympic Game. 
While enchanting the world, in the 
background is a devastation of dis- 
ease and pain as these young girls 
starve themselves. So the FIG, par- 
ents, coaches, and these girls need to 
ask themselves: is the thinness to suc- 
cess worth it? 

Sabrina Millar is a fourth-year kine- 
siology major at York University in 
Toronto. She is a certified personal 
trainer and fitness consultant. Cur- 
rently, she works as a fitness sales rep- 
resentative at a Toronto women ?fit- 
ness centre. she is a member of the 
Brampton Volleyball League and is 
involved in many athletics. 
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