Maria Lenk: athlete, educator and scientist
This publication is long expected. In addition to being the first and only book about Maria Lenk
in the world today, it represents a significant effort to preserve the memory of the greatest
Brazilian swimmer: Maria Lenk, a woman far ahead of her time. The life, work and career of the
first Brazilian and South American athlete to compete in an edition of the Olympic Games in
1932, in Los Angeles, are valued in this bilingual e-book of international reach.
In addition to being a world record holder of swimming, a respected educator, professor of
Physical Education, a scientist who had always prioritized her research and innovations related
to swimming and sports training, she was also a manager, director of the School of Physical
Education and Sports of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, author of five books,
translator of many articles and works from German and English, a pioneer in many areas, as
she defined herself.
I personally met professor Lenk in December 2004, near Christmas, when I had the opportunity
to visit her at her residence in Leblon, together with Professor Lamartine DaCosta, to bring her
a gift: a copy of the recently released bilingual book Atlas do Esporte no Brasil/ Atlas of Sports
in Brazil, organized by Lamartine DaCosta and edited by me. Lamartine had known Maria Lenk
for many years.
He had even worked with her in various contexts related to Sports Science, Physical Education
and sport, which he describes in his two chapters in this publication. He brings in a lot of new
information of scientific nature and of international situations about our world recordholder,
which make her a celebrity of Physical Education and sport, admired in Brazil and abroad.
Maria Lenk had been my source of inspiration when I started swimming as a first-year college
athlete at Pontifical Catholic University in Rio de Janeiro (PUC-RJ) in 1972. Little did I know at
that time that she had contributed for the implementation of Decree-Law 705/69, which
established that every university student should, for two semesters, play a sport. And mine was
swimming, much to my joy in following the woman athlete I greatly admired.
I swam and took part in many university competitions representing PUC-RJ. On that hot
December afternoon, we climbed the stairs of the building where Maria Lenk lived because
there was no elevator. She lived on the third floor and used the stairs several times a day. She
welcomed us with great affection.
Then, as soon as she closed the door, we observed that she was having a little trouble walking,
and before we asked, she anticipated the answer: she had broken her right femur and should
move slowly. To our surprise she did not have a fixed helper and she was the one who went to
the market and performed the household chores. There was one cleaning lady who would help
her there once a week. What a brave and determined woman, I thought, at that age, 89 years
old, and so active, going up and down the stairs with a broken leg.
She also revealed that she attended the Flamengo Club daily, for her training, because she was
dedicated to master swimming and was preparing for a championship. She wanted to break a
new record and needed to train hard. Excellence, dedication, discipline, persistence, courage,
determination, and inspiration, came to my mind, as a scholar of values. After the
introductions and small talk, especially after she knew that I was studying for a Doctorate in
Physical Educa-tion and researching her career in sports, she gave me as a gift a copy of her
most recent book: "Longevity and Sport". She signed it and prof. DaCosta took a photo of both

of us.
After the visit, I continued my research on the career of our greatest athlete in the collection
that she had entrusted to Professor Lamartine DaCosta and which was housed in the graduate
library of Gama Filho University (UGF) for consultation of master's and doctorate students,
such as myself, Fabiano Devide, Ana Flávia Paes Leme and Sonia Hercowitz, authors of chapters
in this book.
These documents, which are now in the National Archives, served as the basis for many works,
including one of my chapters, describing the revolution that Maria Lenk represented for
Brazilian swimming and, especially, for women's swimming. Our world record holder was a
source of inspiration for many girls and women, with her pioneering, her understated feminism
and her diplomacy.
She had a very special way of speaking and referring to her achievements, always with a lot of
training and work, building credibility, which led her to develop her career in various areas and
to occupy several important positions.
Over the years, as the interest for Maria Lenk, her example and her legacy increased, we saw
the need to further value our Olympic heroine through a tribute that could be shared: through
a book that followed her philosophy and values. It should be a collective work because she did
not work alone. It should be a science-based job because she had pursued her research, her
publications and her career as a university professor. It should be an innovative publication that
would use the latest technology, as she always sought the new and the practical application of
scientific knowledge.
Finally, it should be a collective, bilingual and free e-book, based on science, documents and
historical sources to honor our great icon of sport, which could answer many questions in the
twelve chaptters written by a team of outstanding researchers, nine Brazilian authors and an
American author. Each chapter is preceded by a summary in English, in the case of Brazilian
authors, and a summary in Portuguese, in the case of the American author. There is no specific
order for reading the texts, which complement each other.
The chapters deal with Maria Lenk's many aspects, such as her family life; the beginning of her
career as a high-level swimmer before being called up to the Los Angeles Olympics in 1932; her
career as an author and scientist through careful analysis of the five books she published; the
novelty she brought in with the "aquatic ballet", today called artistic swimming; her
achievements and success in the 12 years of her high-level competitive swimming career and in
the 27 years of her career as a master swimmer; her leading role as a scientist, co-founder and
promoter of Sports Sciences; her fundamental participation in the creation of the Institute of
Physical Activity Sciences (ICAF) of the Aeronautical Sports Commission; her partnership with
Alberto Latorre in the implementation of capoeira in Brazilian universities; her tributes at the
International Swimming Hall of Fame (ISHOF); her pioneering role as the first international
swimmer in Brazil, the first South American athlete to participate in an edition of the Olympic
Games (1932); first woman in the world to swim butterfly style in an edition of the Olympic
Games (1936); first South American person (including men) to break two world swimming
records (1939); the only woman and pioneer in the South American delegation that competed
in 20 American cities, breaking 12 records; first woman to be director of the School of Physical
Education and Sports of UFRJ; first woman to be part of the National Sports Council; her
important role as director of the Brazilian Swimming Confedera- 28 tion (CBN), as a member of
the Brazilian Olympic Committee (COB) and of the International Swimming Federation (FINA).
In addition to the chapters that contain tributes, references, interviews, personal testimonies,
historical documents, figures, photos, even some rare ones, and illustrations of the authors'
personal collections, this book also offers the reader four appendices related to Maria Lenk. I
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