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Identity 
Text by: Tilman Spengler 
 
The rectangular white document, measuring twelve by twenty centimetres, is 
sealed in plastic. My face looks back at me with an expression of grave concern 
that I put on when the organisers said that you are certainly not allowed to 
make silly faces for the photo, and it is best not even to smile or grin.  
 
There are only a few words on the front of the identity card: my name, my 
status as a visitor (Convidado) and my host, the International Olympic 
Committee (Comité Olímpico Internacional). 
 
The rest of the space is covered with combinations of letters and digits and a 
barcode such as I am familiar with from the supermarket, where it is used to 
indicate brands and expiry dates.  
 
The alphabetical and numerical characters define my position within  
the Olympic family, and I don't mean to complain, but at breakfast I shared a 
table with other guests whose documents were printed with far wilder colours 
and a great many more letters and digits. Admittedly, as their meaning is a 
mystery to me, I can only feel vaguely envious.  
 
On the back of the identity card, the information from the front is repeated, 
but in a smaller format, and a section that can only be read with very strong 
reading glasses also says that the IOC can use my photo at any time when it is 



"in the interests of the Olympic movement". Presumably I have given my 
permission for this, and I am not particularly vain, but whether this portrait of 
me could ever strengthen the Olympic movement I find hard to believe, in the 
absence of evidence to the contrary.  
 
I do not mean in any way to diminish the importance of the document. On the 
contrary, the item, which is the size of a postcard and works in the same way, 
also serves a number of other purposes. Perhaps I should start with the 
aesthetic aspect. The identity card hangs on a green ribbon which is worn 
around the neck, and it is secured between the lower chest and the upper 
abdomen with two carabiner clips. This means that the plastic sign conceals a 
part of the body which, in a not inconsiderable number of sports officials, is 
already tending towards roundness. To use a term from fashion, the sign 
performs the role of a cummerbund, but without the fasteners, in other words: 
it bobs about merrily, rather like a curtain. For future Games, and not only in 
the Far East, perhaps it would be worth thinking about making it in the form of 
a fan.  
 
Naturally, no less significant is the symbolic value of a document indicating 
membership of the Olympic family that is worn on a ribbon round your neck. 
We are all used to seeing young children at the departure gates of our airports. 
They wear an identity card that describes them almost sympathetically as 
"Unaccompanied Minors", or in German as "UM". Their fate lies in the 
protective hands of another family, in that case the airline. In principle, though, 
we are talking about the same phenomenon. A family is taking us under their 
wing.  
 
Perhaps it is also connected with the fact that, after their breakfast, my 
neighbours at the table slipped the ribbons back over their heads like an 
athlete does his medal – or a priest his stole. These are moments of great 
fervour. 
 
I can understand all this very well, because I lost my identity just two days ago. 
It happened somewhere in the crowds on Ipanema beach, on my way to the 
"Museum of Tomorrow": someone plucked my shoulder, and the plastic seal 
on my identity card must have broken so that, without my noticing, the 
document floated down on to the pavement of the Avenida. 
 
However, even though I did not notice, a young woman did. She picked up my 
identity card, looked at my photo – the one with the expression of grave 
concern – and spent the next 15 minutes looking for a man with curly grey hair 



in the crowd in front of the museum. She managed to identify me, even though 
at that moment I must have been the very image of despondency.  
 
No lost sheep can ever have felt happier at finding its way back to the herd. So 
the threat to tourists in Brazil from the local population is something else we 
urgently need to talk about.  
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