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The National Soctalist Case

MARY-MARGARET GOGGIN

hen artistic censorship is discussed, the case of

National Socialist (Nazi) Germany frequently

comes to mind. Nazi Germany’s art policies of
the 1930s and early 1940s and their consequences provide a
historical perspective on what may happen when government
determines what art is decent or indecent, uplifting or “de-
generate.”

Precedents for artistic censorship in Nazi Germany can
be found during the Weimar Republic, as the following
incidents indicate. In Berlin in 1928, a local court filed
charges of blasphemy against George Grosz for several draw-
ings published in an album titled Hintergrund (backdrop).
Although originally found guilty, Grosz was ultimately ac-
quitted on appeal. The most provocative of these drawings
was one of Christ wearing a gas mask and boots, captioned,
“Keep your mouth shut and do your duty” (fig. 1).! Grosz’s
drawing is echoed in a recent photographic image with a
female nude (fig. 2) by the American artist Barbara Kruger,
one of many U.S. artists who risk censorship because of their
engagement in similar moral confrontations. In other attacks
on modern art during the Weimar period, the Munich chapter
of the Reichsverband bildender Kiinstler (federal association
of artists) protested the Berlin Nationalgalerie’s purchase of
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F1G. 1 George Grosz, Christ with Gas Mask, 1928, crayon on paper,
17% x 224 inches. © Estate of George Grosz/VAGA, New York, 1991.
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several van Gogh paintings in 1929, and in 1930 the director
of the Stddtischesmuseum in Zwickau was dismissed be-
cause of his support for modern art.?

Even before Hitler became chancellor of the German
Reich on January 30, 1933, local National Socialist leaders
were censoring modern art. In 1930 Wilhelm Frick, National
Socialist minister of the interior and minister of popular
education in the province of Thuringia, ordered the removal
of the works of Ernst Barlach, Paul Klee, and Lyonel
Feininger from the collection of the Schlossmuseum in
Weimar, as well as the destruction of Oskar Schlemmer’s
murals and reliefs in the former Bauhaus.3

Although these attacks on modern art were not new in
Germany, under Hitler they became more systematic and
continuous. One of Hitler’s priorities was to organize and
centralize the institutions necessary to carry out Nazi art
policies. In order to do anything connected with the creation,
buying, or selling of art, one had to belong to the Kunstkam-
mer (chamber of art). By the late 1930s there were around
forty-two thousand members, excluding Jews, Communists,
or other “enemies” of the state.* “Acceptable” artists did not
suddenly appear after the National Socialists assumed power,
nor were they necessarily schooled in National Socialist art
theories. Rather, they were already creating art that corre-
sponded in content and style to—or at least did not conflict
with—the National Socialists’ ideals and goals. Provisions
were even made to educate the public in matters of art, under
the auspices of the Deutsche Arbeitsfront (German labor
front) and an organization called Kraft durch Freude
(strength through joy).>

Firmly believing that culture is the cornerstone of any
enduring society, Hitler recognized that art must play a
major role in the building of his ideal German nation. He
articulated the goals of what he considered true German art:
it must develop from the collective soul of the people and
express its identity; it must be national, not international; it
must be comprehensible to the people; it must not be a
passing fad, but strive to be eternal; it must be positive, not
critical of society; it must be elevating, and represent the
good, the beautiful, and the healthy.®

Art that was encouraged and supported had to reflect
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FIG. 2 Barbara Kruger, Untitled (It’s our pleasure to disgust you), 1990, photographic screenprint on paper, 192 x 276 inches. Courtesy Mary Boone Gallery,

New York.

the spirit and ideals of the German people as the National
Socialists envisioned them. Peasants and artisans engaged in
their labors were popular subjects. Women as mothers (fig.
3) were especially important because they represented the
future of the “Aryan race.” Landscapes symbolized the “fa-
therland.” Female nudes often illustrated the beauty of
healthy bodies (fig. 4). Not to be forgotten were the “heroic”
subjects, which included not only soldiers, but also workers
(fig. 5) and images of Hitler. In sculpture, the works of Arno
Breker and Josef Thorak conveyed heroism on a monumental
scale. Many works that were endowed with significant or
profound titles, however, were simple subjects with no ulte-
rior meaning intended by their creators.?

The names of most of the artists who produced these
works are forgotten. At the time, even Hitler seemed to
acknowledge the lack of greatness in the art exhibited at the
first “Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung” (great German art
exhibition) in 1937, when he said, “I HAVE NO DOUBT,
THE ALMIGHTY WILL ELEVATE A FEW FROM THIS
MULTITUDE OF DECENT CREATORS OF ART INTO
THE STARRY REALM OF THE IMMORTAL, DIVINELY
INSPIRED ARTISTS OF THE GREAT PAST.”® The Na-
tional Socialists promoted art that was “beautiful,” “decent,”
and “good,” but their enforcement of these standards and

their silencing of nonconforming artists had a devastating
effect on modern art and artists in Germany.

In the National Socialists’ anti-modern-art campaign,
artists who are now recognized as the great names in modern
German art were characterized as enemies of the German
people; their work was labeled “degenerate” because they did
not meet the artistic criteria outlined by Hitler and other
National Socialist leaders. At the end of the nineteenth
century, in his book Degeneration, Max Nordau had applied
the term “degeneration” to art.® Later, in Kunst und Rasse (art
and race), 1928, Paul Schultze-Naumburg developed his
theories of the aesthetic connection between artistic styles
and the supposed racial characteristics of the artists.!? Such
works provided Hitler with the theoretical precedents on
which he formulated his own ideas about the role of race in art
and the role of art in society; more importantly, he pursued
programs to implement those ideas.

Hitler and the National Socialists recognized that there
was an almost unbridgeable chasm of incomprehension be-
tween the public and modern art, which they exploited early
on in order to consolidate their power over the people.!! They
manipulated the public by focusing its accumulated political
and economic dissatisfactions and frustrations on scape-
goats, including artists, as well as the dealers, critics, and
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F1G. 3 Adolf Wissel, Kalenberg Farm Family, 1939, oil. Courtesy the Archiv fiir
Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin.
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F1G. 4 Johannes Beutner, Time of Ripeness. Photograph reproduced from Art
in the Third Reich (New York: Pantheon, 1979, 134), with permission.
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museum directors who supported them. The National Social-
ists made modern art a symbol of corruption and degeneracy.
Supposedly of “Semitic inspiration,” modern art was also
portrayed as representing Kulturbolschewismus or “cultural
Bolshevism.”'? The purge of modern art was not, however,
limited to the art produced by Jewish, foreign, or Communist
artists. Whatever the Nazis claimed undermined “desirable”
aesthetic, social, cultural, or political values, or physical or
racial ideals, was to be eliminated from German society; this
included all the modern movements, such as Expressionism,
Cubism, Futurism, Constructivism, and Dada.13

The National Socialists claimed that, because modern
artists considered everything suitable as a subject for art,
“the beautiful, the heroic and the pure” were relegated to the
same level as “the ugly, the base and the erotic,” resulting in
an amoral art.!* Modern art was thus perceived as a threat to
German morality. The Nazis characterized many modern
images, Expressionist ones in particular, as “pornographic,”
appealing to the basest instincts of humanity. > This moraliz-
ing was not only misleading, but also hypocritical, since
many of the countless images of nude women with perfect
bodies that were officially sanctioned and exhibited during
those years depict them in passive or submissive roles,
implicitly, if not explicitly, as sex objects available for the
pleasure of men (fig. 6).1°

The National Socialist ideas on art were based on
abstract theories whose catchwords were “soul,” “genius,”
“tragedy,” “race.”!” They considered “race and homeland” or
Blut und Boden (blood and soil) the basis of a Germanic art
that would express the true spiritual values of the Aryan race,
purified of all Bolshevist and Semitic influences. The practi-
cal application of these vague notions to a coherent art policy
was difficult, however, and led to many contradictions and
inconsistencies. Although the National Socialists claimed to
encourage an art that was a product of the Germanic spirit,
they rejected the art of German artists such as Emil Nolde
(fig. 7) and Barlach, who were at the center of a debate within
the party over the Germanic and Nordic character of German
Expressionism. In fact, this debate over art policy reflected a
broader struggle for power within the party.!® Alfred Rosen-
berg, party “philosopher” and competitor with the minister of
propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, for control of art policy, noted
that even National Socialists could have differences of opin-
ion in matters of art, citing the debate over Nolde and Bar-
lach. Rosenberg acknowledged that both artists were tal-
ented, but asserted that they did not seek the Nordic ideal of
physical beauty necessary to the development of a National
Socialist aesthetic.'® This Nordic ideal was based not only on
presumed Aryan features, but also on the Greek ideal of the
perfect, healthy, athletic body, to which neither Nolde’s nor
Barlach’s figures corresponded.

In contrast, some intellectuals and younger members of
the party defended Expressionist art as a spiritual force that
expressed the Germanic character, while others believed that



F1G. 5 Arthur Kampf, Rolling Mill, 1939, oil. Courtesy the Archiv fir Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin.
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Fi1G. 6 Johann Schult, Expectation. Photograph reproduced from Art in the
Third Reich (New York: Pantheon, 1979, 134), with permission.

F1G. 7 Page 9 of Entartete “Kunst" Ausstellungsfiihrer, guide to the exhibition
“Degenerate Art,” showing, top and middle, Emil Nolde, Christ and the Sinner
and Death of Mary of Egypt, and bottom, works by Wilhelm Morgner and Fritz
Kurth. Courtesy the Archiv fiir Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin.
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the revolutionary character of Expressionism could be linked
to the National Socialist revolution.Z° Even Goebbels appre-
ciated the works of some Expressionists, particularly Barlach
and Nolde. However, when Hitler expressed his disapproval
of some Nolde watercolors that the architect Albert Speer had
installed in his remodeling of Goebbels’s residence, Goeb-
bels ordered them removed.?! In the end, the Expressionists,
including Nolde, who was himself a member of the Nazi
party, lost the battle to have their art accepted as
“Germanic.”

The German authorities recognized the propaganda
value of art, both as a tool in their negative campaign to
denigrate modern art and in their promotion of a “new and
true German art.” In his speech of July 18, 1937, dedicating
the Haus der Deutschen Kunst and the Grosse Deutsche
Kunstausstellung in Munich, Hitler contrasted the “degener-
ate” modern-art movements (see fig. 7) with the art that “will
impress you as being beautiful, and, above all, as decent,
and which you will sense to be good” (see figs. 3—6).22

The propaganda campaign against modern art was

dramatized with the infamous exhibition “Entartete Kunst”
(degenerate art), which opened in Munich on July 19, 1937,
and was shown in the larger cities in all regions of Germany.

In his speech the previous day Hitler had called on the
German people to be the judges of German art, and issued a
warning to the “pitiful misfortunates,” “incompetents,” and
“art criminals” whose works were hung haphazardly on the
walls of the “Degenerate Art” show (fig. 8) that he was going
to “clean house”: “National-Socialism has made it its primary
task to rid the German Reich, and thus, the German people
and its life of all those influences which are fatal and ruinous
to its existence.”?3 Those influences included the dealers and
critics, as well as the artists, whom Hitler referred to as
“cliques of babblers, dilettantes and art crooks,” and “pre-
historic stone-age culture-vultures and art stammerers.”?*

On orders from Hitler, the “Degenerate Art” exhibition
had been organized by Adolf Ziegler, president of the Reichs-
kammer der bildenden Kiinste (reich chamber of visual arts),
although this was not the first exhibition of its kind.2> The
purposes of this exhibition were to show the public what
constituted “degenerate” art, to indoctrinate the public about
its dangers, and to demonstrate that this “corruption” of art
was not just an aberration or experiment, but an organized

F1G. 8 Joseph Goebbels visiting the ““Degenerate Art"” exhibition in Berlin,
February 27, 1938. Courtesy the Archiv fiir Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin.




attempt by Bolshevists and Jews to create cultural and politi-
cal anarchy by undermining traditional values.2¢ Visitors to
the exhibition were also reminded how much public money—
in inflated Deutschmarks—had been paid for this “degener-
ate” art.

Works in the exhibition of “degenerate” art had been
confiscated from German public collections.2” They were
described in a guide and on wall labels in a derogatory and
inflammatory manner. The exhibition was divided into nine
categories, each representing some “negative” aspect of
modern art.2® Works in one group supposedly encouraged
political anarchy through artistic anarchy by depicting the
struggling working class and capitalists who “mockingly
make light of the misery of the workers.” Another group was
characterized as Bolshevist propaganda against military con-
scription for portraying soldiers as murderers or victims, for
example, contrary to the National Socialist ideal of a heroic
art; one such “undesirable” work was Otto Dix’s War Cripples
(1920, destroyed), which depicts a grotesque procession of
mutilated soldiers.

The exhibition also denigrated the religious works of
such artists as Nolde (see fig. 7), referring to them in the
guide as a kind of “hocus-pocus” that makes an “insolent
mockery” of religion. The works in another group were sup-
posed to represent the immoral side of “Bolshevist” art, in
which the “whole world is one big whorehouse” (fig. 9). Some
of the works were called “nigger art” (fig. 10), with the
African and South Sea islander supposedly exemplifying the
undesirable racial ideals of modern art.2° Finally, there was
a group of works characterized as “total insanity” that in-
cluded examples of abstract art.

The Nazis suppressed art whose content they perceived
as a threat to traditional values and institutions. Images of
prostitutes by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (see fig . 9) or Grosz, for
example, were criticized for glorifying their subjects, thereby
contributing to society’s moral decay and eroding traditional
family values. The Germans also considered style a determi-
nant of the “degenerate” character of art. The figural distor-
tions of Expressionism were directly linked to the inferior
racial traits of the artists or to a “gruesome malfunctioning of
the eyes” caused by their inferior genetic background; or the
distortions were characterized as a hoax perpetrated on the
unsuspecting public.30

National Socialist art doctrine and the resultant art
policies were carried to extremes. Not only did the Nazis
denigrate modern art and denounce artists, they also confis-
cated modern art from museums and other collections. In
addition, they expelled artists from their teaching posts; Klee
was one of those to lose his position in 1933. Many artists
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FIG. 9 Page 17 of Entartete “Kunst” Ausstellungsfiihrer, guide to the
exhibition “Degenerate Art,"” showing, lower right, a painting by Ernst Ludwig
Kirchner and works by Karl Schmidt-Rottluff and Paul Kleinschmidt. Courtesy
the Archiv fiir Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin.
were also forbidden to exhibit and sometimes even to work in
their own studios. Artists whose work was labeled “degener-
ate” had to turn to other ways to earn a living, preferably
anonymously; Willi Baumeister worked as a typographic
designer and Schlemmer, among other things, decorated
ceilings and camouflaged barracks.3! Many, like Klee,
Grosz, Wassily Kandinsky, Josef Albers, Feininger, Max
Beckmann, and Kurt Schwitters, left the country. Others
continued to work and sometimes even to sell in secret, but
they lived in fear of being discovered by the authorities. Karl
Schmidt-Rottluff, Kithe Kollwitz, Gerhard Marcks, Barlach,
Nolde, Baumeister, and Schlemmer were among those who
stayed in Germany, despite pressures, threats, and ostra-
cism. They had to endure seeing their work not only deni-
grated, but sometimes destroyed.32 Barlach was one of the
artists who endured an “inner exile.” He wrote, “A pimp or
murderer has it much better; he enjoys the benefit of an
orderly trial and even has a chance to clear himself. We were
simply repudiated and if possible destroyed. In this respect,
my condition is more disastrous than that of an actual ex-
ile.”33 Artists throughout Germany received the message
loud and clear: “degenerate” art would not be tolerated, even
in the artist’s own atelier.

Although there are profound differences in the histori-
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F1G. 10 Page 7 of Entartete “Kunst” Ausstellungsfiihrer, guide to the
exhibition “Degenerate Art.” The works pictued are (clockwise, from top left)
by Emil Nolde, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff (painting and sculpture), Ernst Ludwig
Kirchner, Otto Dix, and Wilhelm Morgner. Courtesy the Archiv fiir Kunst und
Geschichte, Berlin.
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cal circumstances and the respective political institutions of
Nazi Germany and the United States today, leaders in both
societies have utilized rhetoric to politicize art and to exploit
deep-rooted concerns shared by large segments of their popu-
lations, namely, that an erosion of traditional values threatens
a familiar way of life. This rhetoric appeals to the passions
and prejudices of a significant number of people who view
offensive or “degenerate” art as a factor contributing to soci-
ety’s moral decline. In 1989 Senator Slade Gorton (R-Wash.),
for example, referred to “‘art’—I put that word in quotation
marks—which attacks the faith, morals, or firmly held be-
liefs of large numbers.”34

Like many examples of modern German art that hung
in the Nazis’ “Degenerate Art” exhibit, Scott Tyler's What Is
the Proper Way to Display a U.S. Flag (1989), in which an
American flag was displayed on the floor, was attacked as
unpatriotic; Andres Serrano’s 1987 Piss Christ, a photograph
of a plastic crucifix immersed in a container of the artist’s
urine (fig. 11), has been described as blasphemous;*> and
some of Robert Mapplethorpe’s homoerotic and sado-
masochistic photographs have been labeled obscene and
indecent. When the Mapplethorpe and Serrano photographs
were called “garbage” and “trash” by United States senators
on the floor of the Senate in 1989,3¢ they were no less
denigrated than works in the Nazis’ “Degenerate Art” exhibi-
tion; in the wake of the recent war in the Persian Gulf, one can
imagine that the Tyler work would now arouse even greater
“patriotic” passions than it did in 1989.

The political right in the United States today employs
rhetoric not only to denigrate art it disapproves of, but also to
discredit artists and other members of the arts community. 37
On the Senate floor, Senator Helms disparagingly referred to
“so-called art experts,” and said of Serrano, “He is not an
artist, he is a jerk.”?® When such derogatory rhetoric is
employed, it escalates controversy and inflames prejudice. It
legitimizes personal attacks and opens up avenues for per-
secution of individuals, as well as groups.

The National Socialist case exemplifies the extremes to
which a government can go to control the arts or to exploit art
for propaganda purposes, and puts in sharp relief the perils
for the United States of adopting policies by which politicians
have the power to enforce cultural standards and determine
whether art is decent or indecent, uplifting or “degenerate.”
It reminds us that we must remain vigilant and not assume
that our democratic processes and institutions will neces-
sarily check excesses in government control of the arts. It
also reminds us of the power of art to inflame prejudice or

touch our deepest concerns. -

Notes

This article is a revised version of a paper presented at the College Art Association
annual conference in New York, February 1990. It also draws upon a paper, “Art and
Politics: Jesse Helms and the National Endowment for the Arts,” that I presented at the
Southwestern Social Science Association meeting in Fort Worth, March 1990, as well
as my doctoral dissertation, “Picasso and His Art during the German Occupation of
Paris, 1940—-1944” (Stanford University, 1985). I would like to thank Robert Storr,
Lenore Malen, and Barbara Hoffman for their comments on earlier versions of this



FIG. 11 Andres Serrano, Piss Christ, 1987, Cibachrome, 60 X 40 inches. Courtesy Stux Gallery, New York.
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