With wife Thelma outside their Florida home, Gustave Lussi cradles what he
likes to call “my bread and butter for over sixty years.” About that lifetime of
innovation, Lussi is typically modest: “We just got out on the ice,” he says,
“and scrambled around.” \
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(continued from page 172) subway sta-
tion. The pin netted $78 at a pawnshop,
and shortly thereafter Lussi was headed
for Philadelphia and the start of a re-
markable career. Within eight years his
students would begin to dominate inter-
national competition. Eventually they
would win twenty-three world cham-
pionships and six Olympic gold medals.
Dick Button would be the first skater to
perform triple jumps in competition.
Tenley Albright would be the first
American woman to win Olympic gold.

Solo figure skating is a unique Olympic
event. There is no time to beat; no dis-
tance to measure. There are few objec-
tive guidelines. Mastery of technique
must be surpassed by artistic expres-
sion. When technique lacks efficiency,
the skater’s grace and presentation are
lost. The margin that separates success
from failure is infinitesimal.

Gustave Lussi has never taken a phys-
ics lesson, but his grasp of the biome-
chanics of human body movement and his
ability to break down complex move-
ments into their component parts are
two keys to his mastery of the sport. He
found, for example, that moving directly
into a spin at top speed—rather than the
more frequently used method of crescen-
do and decrescendo—allowed him to dis-
cipline the inner ear to overcome dizzi-
ness. His pioneering work in lead-ins,
precise equal-sized circles and exact pos-
ture in spins and jumps have become
part of the grammar of the sport.

Yet if you ask Lussi to explain how he
developed champion-
ship maneuvers such as,
say, a triple jump, he
will simply explain, “We
just got out on the ice
and scrambled around.”

“Well,” says Button,

__“I think that’s a good &
quote. We worked with F=
things. There was a
move that I invented
called the flying camel.
He perfected it. And
there were other moves
that he invented, and
then pulled me along.
But he really invented
the means by which you
perform these feats.
That’s where his genius
lies. He understands the dynamics of the
body when it is moving on ice, where the
balance is and where the position should
be. He broke down the moves into the
simplest of simple things.”

This inventiveness is also reflected in
Lussi’s teaching methods. A perfection-
ist on the ice, he imparts similar disci-
pline to his students. During one coach-
ing session, which Lussi shows on video-

Lussi helped Dick Button change
the face of skating.

tape, a student threw his weight too far
forward and scratched the ice with his
toe pick. Lussi promptly tossed out a
handkerchief and said, “Now clean off
the ice.”

But there is another side to this gruff
exterior, a clever and vivid use of imag-
ery—both physical and verbal—to con-
vey his message. :

To illustrate dis- .
placement of the &
body’s center of
gravity during a
spin, he will re-
move his ring and
spin it, starting
with the heavy
side down. If the
ring is spun with
sufficient vigor, - :
the heavy side Tenley Alb_righi struck:
eventually rises Soldinil756.

to the top. “Weight, through force,
rises,” points out Lussi. Similarly, this is
how he explains why he wants a skater
to enter a jump-spin at full speed,
springing off the toe of a skate. “Most
everybody jumps from the blade. I want
to go directly off the toe as much as I can,
like an animal. Take a cat; she grips it.
Take a dog; he slips. The cat you have
high in the air. The dog?” He laughs.

Success through the years has brought
him his due in acclaim. The Lake Placid
Olympic Center has named its ice rink
for him. He has been inducted into the
Lake Placid Hall of Fame and the United
States Figure Skating Association Hall
of Fame in Colorado
Springs. A thirty-foot
bronze statue of Lussi
stands in Philadelphia.
This past December he
was crowned King of
Winter Sports at the an-
nual Lake Placid cele-
bration. Dorothy Ha-
mill was his queen. “Mr.
Lussi was undoubtedly
the single most impor-
tant influence on my ca-
reer,” she says, “both
personally and profes-
sionally. He is absolute-
ly the best in his profes-
sion.”

While he acknowl-
edges these accolades,
he just as quickly shrugs them off. Gus-
tave Lussi maintains his sense of prior-
ity. “We are never finished,” he once
said to Button. “We always have some-
thing new to tackle.” B
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