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Some notes on the genesis  
of the exhibition “Degenerate Art”, Munich 1937

Olaf Peters1

Abstract: 

This article will shed some light on the decision making process regarding 
the exhibition Degenerate Art. The contextualization of the genesis of the 
notorious exhibition is of central importance to come to an understanding 
of the dynamics of the destructive art policy of the Third Reich. The traveling 
exhibition (from 1938 until the early 1940s the changed exhibition was sho-
ZQ�LQ�D�QXPEHU�RI�*HUPDQ�DQG�$XVWULDQ�FLWLHV��ZLOO�EH�HYDOXDWHG��7KH�SOXQ-
dering of the modern art collections in German museums has to be another 
focus of this text  and ended up in the selling of iconic works in Switzerland 
in 1939. Keywords:� ´'HJHQHUDWH� $UWµ� ([KLELWLRQ�� 7KLUG� 5HLFK�� /RRWHG� DUW��
Nazism and Art.

Resumo: 

(VVH�DUWLJR�HOXFLGD�R�SURFHVVR�GH�WRPDGD�GH�GHFLV}HV�UHIHUHQWHV�j�H[SRVL-
ção Arte Degenerada. A contextualização da gênese desta famosa exposição 
é de central importância para o entendimento das dinâmicas da política ar-
tística destrutiva do Terceiro Reich. A exposição itinerante (entre o ano de 
�����H�R�LQtFLR�GD�GpFDGD�GH������YHUV}HV�PRGLÀFDGDV�GDTXHOD�H[SRVLomR�
IRUDP�DSUHVHQWDGDV�HP�GLYHUVDV�FLGDGHV�DOHPmV�H�DXVWUtDFDV��VHUi�DQDOL-
VDGD��$�SLOKDJHP�GDV�FROHo}HV�GH�DUWH�PRGHUQD�GRV�PXVHXV�DOHPmHV��TXH�
GHYHUi�VHU�XP�RXWUR�IRFR�GHVWH�WH[WR��FXOPLQRX�QD�YHQGD�GH�REUDV�LF{QLFDV�
na Suíça em 1939. Palavras-chave:�([SRVLomR�´$UWH�'HJHQHUDGDµ��7HUFHLUR�
5HLFK��2EUDV�FRQÀVFDGDV��1D]LVPR�H�$UWH�

Over the last years I had the chance to realize three interrelated 
H[KLELWLRQV�FRYHULQJ� WKH� WRSLFV�´'HJHQHUDWH�$UWµ� ��������%HUOLQ�GXULQJ�
WKH� :HLPDU� 5HSXEOLF� �%HUOLQ� 0HWURSROLV�� ������� DQG� *HUPDQ� DQG�
$XVWULDQ�$UW�GXULQJ� WKH�����V� �%HIRUH� WKH�)DOO���������7KH\�GLG� IRFXV�
on one historical event, on the cultural history of a metropolis and on 
the artistic development in painting in the shadow of Hitler’s power. 
Exhibition and book on Degenerate Arte did cover the genesis of the 
WHUP��0D[�1RUGDX���WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�1D]L�DUW�SROLF\��WKH�H[KLEL-
tions of shame after 1933, the Austrian venues of the traveling exhibi-
tion and the coverage of the topic in the moving images. In the exhibition 

1 Olaf Peters is Professor at Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, curator and art historian.



,�FRQIURQWHG�RIÀFLDO�1D]L�DUW�DQG�VR�FDOOHG�'HJHQHUDWH�$UW��WKDW�ZDV�ODWHU�
DGDSWHG�E\�WKH�3LQDNRWKHN�GHU�0RGHUQH�LQ�0XQLFK��DQG�ZH�DOVR�SRLQWHG�
at the loss of works and lives. 

In this text – based on the research I did for the exhibition in New 
York in 2014 – I would like to point out one aspect: the genesis of the 
exhibition in Munich as a paradigmatic or maybe symptomatic case 
RI�1D]L� DUW� SROLF\�� +RZ� FDQ�ZH� H[SODLQ� WKH� VSHFLÀFV� RI� KRZ� WKH� H[KL-
bition in Munich in 1937 came to pass? One premise as a result of 
GHFDGHV�RI� UHVHDUFK� LQ� WKH� ÀHOG� RI� WKH� ´7KLUG�5HLFKµ� KDV� WR� EH� FOHDU�
at the beginning to understand the symptomatic character of the follo-
ZLQJ�� ,Q� WKH� ÀHOG� RI� FXOWXUH�ZH� FDQ� REVHUYH� FOHDU� IULFWLRQV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�
regime; there were unclear responsibilities and rivalries that lead to 
tension and contradictions. On closer inspection, it becomes clear again 
DQG�DJDLQ³DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUWµ�DV�ZHOO³WKDW�WKHVH�ULYDO-
ries and competing responsibilities represented a crucial, constitutive 
factor in Nazi art policy, which was responsible in no small measure 
for demonstrable trends to radicalization – without underestimating the 
ideological aspects. It evolved against the backdrop of dissatisfaction 
ZLWK�RIÀFLDO��VR�FDOOHG�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�*HUPDQ�DUW��ZKLFK�ZDV�SUHVHQWHG�
DV�WKH�DQWLWKHVLV�RI�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUW�µ�(YHQ�WKH�QRWRULRXV�LGHRORJLVW�3DXO�
6FKXOW]H�1DXPEXUJ�KDG�WR�DGPLW�DQG�KRSH��´,I�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�DOO�WKLV�>WKH�
1D]L�PHDVXUHV�DIWHU�����@�RQ�DUW�KDYH�QRW�\HW�EHFRPH�HYLGHQW��WKDW�LV�
because art is a plant that has to grow slowly and cannot be produced 
E\�PHDVXUHV�DV�D�ÀQLVKHG�SURGXFW��,W�ZLOO�WDNH�FRQVLGHUDEOH�WLPH�EHIRUH�
Germany art is healed of the symptoms of the sickness of Marxism. 
Naturally, even more time will pass before the seed of a time begins to 
JURZ�RQ�WKH�IUHVKO\�SORZHG�ÀHOG��/RJLFDOO\��KRZHYHU��RQH�GD\�*HUPDQ\�
will produce an art that corresponds to the racial existence of its resi-
dents, who have been freed of an enormous pressure by a new political 
life and can now develop freely, unhampered, and in accordance with 
WKH�LQQHU�ODZ�RI�WKHLU�QDWXUH�µ2 The National Socialists did not achieve 
that: they produced mediocre, politically motivated art and aesthetic 
irrelevancies; they undermined the conditions of real art and destroyed 
artistic modernism over the course of a spiteful and brutal campaign, 
culminating in the Munich exhibition of 1937.

�� 1RWH�� 6HH� WKH� RULJLQDO� FRQWULEXWLRQV�� WUDQVODWHG� E\� 6WHYHQ� /LQGEHUJ�� LQ� 2ODI� 3HWHUV� �HG����
Degenerate Art. The Attack on Modern Art in Nazi Germany, 1937, exhibition cat. Neue Galerie New 
<RUN��0XQLFK��/RQGRQ�DQG�1HZ�<RUN��3UHVWHO�������DQG�P\�HVVD\V�LQ�VRFLDO�UHVHDUFK��YRO������QR��
1, Spring 2016 and New German Critique, no. 130, February 2017. Schultze-Naumburg, Kunst und 
Rasse��0XQLFK�DQG�%HUOLQ��������UG�HGLWLRQ���VW�HGLWLRQ����������
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The Entartete Kunst exhibition provided the counterimage to it and 
ZDV� GLUHFWO\� SURPSWHG� E\� WKH� SUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI� RIÀFLDO� DUW3. During the 
SHULRG�WKDW�IROORZHG��WKLV�MX[WDSRVLWLRQ�RI�́ *HUPDQ�DUWµ�DQG�́ GHJHQHUDWH�
DUWµ�ZDV�UHSHDWHG�HPSOR\HG�WR�GHIDPH�PRGHUQLVP�DV�´XQ�*HUPDQµ�DQG�
´GHJHQHUDWHµ4. Munich was not only the so-called capital of the move-
PHQW�EXW�DOVR�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�WKH�´DUW�FLW\µ�RI�WKH�:LOKHOPLQH�HPSLUH5. After 
1918, however, the city could scarcely maintain that status. In Munich, 
ZKLFK�KDG�ORVW�LWV�WUDGLWLRQDO�H[KLELWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ�LQ�D�GHYDVWDWLQJ�ÀUH�LQ�
1931, the Haus der Deutschen Kunst was built, accompanied by a large 
propaganda campaign6. The crucial function of the Grosse Deutsche 
Kunstausstellungen��*'.���LQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�SUHVWLJLRXV�MRXUQDOV�VXFK�
as Die Kunst im Dritten Reich (later Die Kunst im Deutschen Reich���
from 1937 onward was to provide artists with aesthetic guidelines for 
producing art in the future7. It was intended to be an alternative picture 
to the supposed cultural decay of the Weimar era, but its contours were 
not very clear. One of the main problems of the National Socialists 
turned out to be the fact that no one knew precisely which art should 
UHDOO\�EH�SUHVHQWHG�DV�WKH�RIÀFLDO�DUW�RI�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFK�µ�7KH�UHDFWLR-
QDU\� FLUFOH� DURXQG�%HWWLQD� )HLVWHO�5RKPHGHU� RI� WKH� völkisch, National 
Socialist Deutsche Kunstgesellschaft e.V.8� �*HUPDQ� DUWV� VRFLHW\�� DQG�
the one around Alfred Rosenberg, the leader of the Kampfbund für 
Deutsche Kultur9 �0LOLWDQW�OHDJXH�IRU�*HUPDQ�FXOWXUH��KDG�FHUWDLQ�LGHDV��
but their like-minded colleagues continued to create works that could by 
no means satisfy these ambitions of quality; what they produced was 
mediocre political art that even Hitler rejected. The Reich propaganda 

3 See Ines Schlenker, Hitler’s Salon: The “Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung” at the Haus der 
Deutschen Kunst in Munich, 1937–1944��%HUQ��3HWHU�/DQJ���������DQG�0DUOLHV�6FKPLGW��Die “Grosse 
Deutsche Kunstausstellung 1937 im Haus der Deutschen Kunst zu München”: Rekonstruktion und 
Analyse����YROV���3K'�GLVV���+DOOH�DQ�GHU�6DDOH��0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�8QLYHUVLWlW�+DOOH�:LWWHQEHUJ��������
4 See Adolf Dresler, ed., Deutsche Kunst und entartete “Kunst”: Kunstwerk und Zerrbild als Spiegel 
der Weltanschauung �0XQLFK��'HXWVFKHU�9RONVYHUODJ��������
5 On Munich, with a focus on the Secession, see Maria Makela, The Munch Secession: Art and 
Artists in Turn-of-the-Century Munich��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLY��3UHVV��������
�� .DUO� $UQGW�� ´'DV� ¶+DXV� GHU� 'HXWVFKHQ� .XQVW·³HLQ� 6\PERO� GHU� QHXHQ� 0DFKWYHUKlOWQLVVH�µ� LQ�
Peter-Klaus Schuster, Nationalsozialismus und “entartete Kunst”: die “Kunststadt” München 1937 
�0XQLFK��3UHVWHO����������²���
��6HH�%HUWKROG�+LQ]��´%LOG�XQG�/LFKWELOG�LP�0HGLHQYHUEXQG�µ�LQ�+LQ]�HW�DO���HGV���Die Dekoration der 
Gewalt: Kunst und Medien im Faschismus��*LHVVHQ��DQDEDV������������²���
��6HH�.LUVWHQ�%DXPDQQ��Wortgefechte. Völkische und nationalsozialistische Kustkritik 1927-1939 
(Weimar: VDG, 2002) and Joan L. Clinefelter, Artists for the Reich: Culture and Race from Weimar to 
Nazi Germany �2[IRUG��8.��%HUJ��������
��6HH�$ODQ�(��6WHLQZHLV��´:HLPDU�&XOWXUH�DQG�WKH�5LVH�RI�1DWLRQDO�6RFLDOLVP��7KH�.DPSIEXQG�I�U�
GHXWVFKH�.XOWXU�µ�Central European History ����QR���� �����������²����DQG� -�UJHQ�*LPPHO��Die 
politische Organisation kulturellen Ressentiments: Der “Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur” und das 
bildungsbürgerliche Unbehagen an der Moderne �0�QVWHU�� /,7�� ������� 2Q� 5RVHQEHUJ�� VHH� HVS��
%ROOPXV��Das Amt Rosenberg und seine Gegner �VHH�QRWH�����DQG�(UQVW�3LSHU��Alfred Rosenberg: 
+LWOHUV�&KHÀGHRORJH��0XQLFK��.DUO�%OHVVLQJ���������HVS��FKDSV����DQG���



minister, Joseph Goebbels, knew very well how to assess such hackwork 
and the harm to propaganda that resulted from the reaction attitude it 
represented. Moreover, he and those around him had other aesthetic 
preferences; after all, some had long believed that some German 
Expressionism could be declared German art10��(VWDEOLVKHG�ÀJXUHV�RI�
the art world operated accordingly during the early years of the regime. 
For example, the director of the museum in Halle, Alois J. Schardt, an 
enthusiastic advocate of the art of Lyonel Feininger and Franz Marc, 
DWWHPSWHG�DV�SURYLVLRQDO�KHDG�RI�WKH�1DWLRQDOJDOHULH� LQ�%HUOLQ�WR�GUDZ�
a line from German Romanticism to Expressionism and also presented 
this thesis in a speech, with members of the Nationalsozialistischer 
6WXGHQWHQEXQG��1DWLRQDO�6RFLDOLVW�VWXGHQWV·�OHDJXH��LQ�WKH�DXGLHQFH11. 
%XW� DIWHU� MXVW� D� IHZ�PRQWKV� 6FKDUGW·V� XQXVXDO� LGHDV� IDLOHG�� DQG� WKH�
presentation of his concept was forbidden, and it was toned down by his 
successor, Eberhard Hanfstaengl12.

'XULQJ�WKLV�FRQÁLFW�$GROI�+LWOHU�GLG�QRW�WDNH�D�FOHDU�SRVLWLRQ�DW�ÀUVW��
apparently given those involved some leeway. After his annual speeches 
on culture during the party conference in Nuremberg in September, a 
certain lack of orientation reigned13. Hitler rejected both völkisch art 
and modern art, although he did not explicitly mention Expressionism, 
so that its advocates could long harbor vague hopes. Even a moderate 
YHUVLRQ�RI�1HXH�6DFKOLFKNHLW� �1HZ�REMHFWLYLW\��ZDV�RIIHUHG�� XQGHU� WKH�
ODEHO�´1HZ�*HUPDQ�5RPDQWLFLVP�µ14 as a possible artistic option for the 
Nazi state and supported by Nazi-leaders like Rudolf Heß. In the subse-
quent period, however, the traditional Munich school triumphed in some 
cases alternating with a toned-down, conservative Neue Sachlichkeit or 
moderate sprinklings of Impressionism and even Expressionism.

The works at the Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung, and the general 
ideas about art—to put it pointedly—were essentially oriented around the 

10 See Thomas Mathieu, Kunstauffassungen und Kulturpolitik im Nationalsozialismus 
�6DDUEU�FNHQ��3)$8�����������²���
11 On Schardt, see Ruth Heftrig, Olaf Peters, and Ulrich Rehm, eds., Alois J. Schardt: Ein 
Kunsthistoriker zwischen Weimarer Republik, “Drittem Reich” und Exil in Amerika �%HUOLQ��
$NDGHPLH��������
12 See Alfred Hentzen, Die Berliner National-Galerie im Bildersturm (Cologne: G. Grotsche 
9HUODJVEXFKKDQGOXQJ���������DQG�$QQHJUHW�-DQGD�DQG�-|UQ�*UDERZVNL��FRPS���Kunst in Deutschland, 
1905–1937: Die verlorene Sammlung der Nationalgalerie im ehemaligen Kronprinzen-Palais; 
Dokumentation �%HUOLQ��*HEU��0DQQ��������
13 See Adolf Hitler, Reden zur Kunst- und Kulturpolitik, 1933–1939, ed. and comm. Robert 
(LNPH\HU��ZLWK�DQ�LQWURGXFWLRQ�E\�%RULV�*UR\V��)UDQNIXUW�DP�0DLQ��5HYROYHU��������
��� 6HH� -DPHV� $�� YDQ� '\NH�� ´¶1HXH� 'HXWVFKH� 5RPDQWLN·� ]ZLVFKHQ� 0RGHUQLWlW�� .XOWXUNULWLN� XQG�
.XOWXUSROLWLN�� ����²�����µ� LQ� 'LHWHU� 6FKZDU]�� HG��� Adolf Dietrich und die Neue Sachlichkeit in 
Deutschland��H[K��FDW���:LQWHUWKXU��.XQVWPXVHXP��2OGHQEXUJ��/DQGHVPXVHXP������������²���
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nineteenth century. They restored obsolete genre painting and showed 
works that were not exactly ideologically motivated but rather mainly 
landscapes, genre paintings, and paintings of animals15. Other than 
that, it primarily featured depictions of women, especially nudes vaguely 
modeled on antiquity16, and only a much smaller number of ideological, 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�1DWLRQDO�6RFLDOLVW�ZRUNV�RI�DUW��6FXOSWXUH�DQG�DUFKLWHFWXUH�
ZHUH��LQ�DQ\�FDVH��WKH�SUHIHUUHG�JHQUHV�LQ�WKH�́ 7KLUG�5HLFK�µ17 The volatility 
of these overwhelmingly unimportant works resulted from their context, 
since in connection with the incipient martial policies of Lebensraum 
�OLYLQJ�VSDFH��DQG�H[WHUPLQDWLRQ��WKHVH�GHSLFWLRQV�RI�IDUPHUV�SORZLQJ�RU�
RI�EORQGH�ZRPHQ�WRRN�RQ�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI�REIXVFDWLQJ��DIÀUPDWLYH�ZRUNV�
RI�DUW�LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�RI�ZDU�DQG�WKH�ÀQDO�VROXWLRQ�

-XVW� KRZ� GLIÀFXOW� LW� ZDV� WR� VHOHFW� DSSURSULDWH� ZRUNV� WR� UHSUHVHQW�
+LWOHU·V�DHVWKHWLF�LGHDV�LV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�E\�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�
Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung. And just how open the situation 
could be when it came to selecting appropriate art is illustrated by an 
early episode in which committee member Eberhard Hanfstaengl, after 
EHLQJ� UHDVVXUHG� DERXW� ´JUHDW� JHQHURVLW\µ� ZKHQ� LW� FDQ� WR� DHVWKHWLFV��
asked the Munich Gauleiter Wagner whether the Expressionists Emil 
1ROGH�DQG�(UQVW�%DUODFK� FRXOG�EH�SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKH�Grosse Deutsche 
Kunstausstellung. Gauleiter Wagner responded in a characteristic, 
ORRVH�ZD\��´2I�FRXUVH��DQ\RQH�ZKR�LV�PDNLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�JRRG�KDV�WR�EH�
DGPLWWHG��ZH�DUH�QRW�H[FOXGLQJ�DQ\�QDPHV��RQO\�ZRUNV�µ�7KDW�ZDV� WKH�
state of affairs just a year before the exhibition opened, and it illustrates 
the extent to which those involved were in disarray.

-RVHSK�*RHEEHOV��WKH�SURSDJDQGD�PLQLVWHU�RI�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFKµ��KDG�
clear words to describe the sometimes chaotic conditions under which 
works for the GDK were selected in subsequent years. In his diaries he 
ZURWH�RQ�-XQH����������´$QG�WKHQ�WKH�+DXV�GHU�GHXWVFKHQ�.XQVW��7KH�
building is fabulously beautiful. One day it will be counted among the 
truly great buildings of our epoch. We are looking at the selections of the 

���6HH�%HUWKROG�+LQ]��Die Malerei im deutschen Faschismus: Kunst und Konterrevolution (Munich: 
&DUO�+DQVHU���������DQG�-RDFKLP�3HWVFK��´¶8QHUVHW]OLFKH�.�QVWOHU·��0DOHUHL�XQG�3ODVWLN�LP�¶'ULWWHQ�
5HLFK�·µ� LQ�+DQV� 6DUNRZLF]� �HG���� +LWOHUV�.�QVWOHU�� 'LH�.XOWXU� LP�'LHQVW� GHV�1DWLRQDOVR]LDOLVPXV�
�)UDQNIXUW�DP�0DLQ�DQG�/HLS]LJ��,QVHO������������²���
16 See Anne Meckel, Animation—Agitation: Frauendarstellungen auf der “Grossen Deutschen 
Kunstausstellung” in München 1937–1944 �:HLQKHLP��'HXWVFKHU�6WXGLHQYHUODJ��������
17 See Joachim Petsch, Baukunst und Stadtplanung im Dritten Reich: Herleitung, 
Bestandsaufnahme, Entwicklung, Nachfolge �0XQLFK��&DUO�+DQVHU���������%DUEDUD�0LOOHU�/DQH��
Architektur und Politik in Deutschland������²������%UXQVZLFN��)UHLGU��9LHZHJ�	�6RKQ���������
DQG� :LOIULHG� 1HUGLQJHU� �(G���� Bauen im Nationalsozialismus. Bayern 1933-1945, exh. cat. 
�0XQLFK��3UHVWHO�������



jury. The sculptures are passable, but the paintings are in some cases 
outright catastrophic. They hung pieces that immediately produce horror. 
That’s what happens with a jury of artists. They all look at the school, at 
names and intention, and most of lost any sense of the real art of pain-
WLQJ��7KH�)�KUHU�LV�ZLOG�ZLWK�UDJH��3URI��7URRVW�ÀJKWV�ZLWK�WKH�FRXUDJH�RI�D�
OLRQ�EXW�VKH�E\�QR�PHDQV�VXFFHHGV�ZLWK�WKH�)�KUHU��$OO�WKH�RWKHUV�RQ�WKH�
conservative jury withdraw in misery. Only Prof. Ziegler still has courage. 
A painting by Staeger was rejected that I myself had purchased a few 
GD\V�DJR��%XW�QRZ�WKH�)�KUHU�LV�JHWWLQJ�LQYROYHG��7KDW·V�JRRG��$IWHUZDUG��
,�ZLOO�WDNH�=LHJOHU�WR�WDVN�DV�ZHOO��+H�LV�HQWLUHO\�FUXVKHG�µ18

This quotation is revealing in several respects. First, it makes it 
clear that there were no aesthetic standards or directives established in 
advance that would have helped the jury make its selection. The nine-
-member jury consisted of, among others Gerdy Troost, an architect’s 
ZLGRZ�� WKH� VFXOSWRUV� .DUO� $OELNHU�� -RVHI� :DFNHUOH�� DQG� $UQR� %UHNHU��
DQG� WKH� LQVLJQLÀFDQW� SDLQWHU� &RQUDG�+RPPHO�� $GROI� =LHJOHU19 and the 
SROLWLFDO�JUDSKLF�DUWLVW�+DQV�6FKZHLW]HU��NQRZQ�DV�0M|OQLU��ZHUH�LPSRU-
WDQW�PHPEHUV�RI� WKH�5HLFKVNXOWXUNDPPHU� �5HLFK�FKDPEHU�RI�FXOWXUH��
on the jury20. So Goebbels could take Adolf Ziegler to task because he 
ZDV� WKH�SUHVLGHQW�RI� WKH�5HLFKVNDPPHU�GHU�ELOGHQGHQ�.�QVWH� �5HLFK�
FKDPEHU� RI� WKH� ÀQH� DUWV�� DQG� KHQFH� *RHEEHO·V� GLUHFW� VXERUGLQDWH21. 
His being reprimanded by Hitler represented an enormous loss of pres-
tige for Goebbels, since it meant his central artistic representative had 
proved to be alarmingly incapable of sounding out and implementing 
WKH�)�KUHU·V�DHVWKHWLF� LGHDV��7KDW�DFFRXQWV�IRU�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�KDUVK�
rebuke by Goebbels22.

18 See Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels: Sämtliche Fragmente��HG��(ONH�)U|KOLFK��0XQLFK��.��
*��6DXU���������Aufzeichnungen 1924–1941, 3:167, entry for June 6, 1937.
��� 2Q� =LHJOHU�� VHH� &KULVWLDQ� )XKUPHLVWHU�� ´$GROI� =LHJOHU� ������������� QDWLRQDOVR]LDOLVWLVFKHU�
.�QVWOHU� XQG� )XQNWLRQlU�µ� LQ� 200 Jahre Akademie der Bildenden Künste München. “… kein 
bestimmter Lehrplan, kein gleichförmiger Mechanismus”, Nikolaus Gerhart, Walter Grasskamp and 
)ORULDQ�0DW]QHU��HGV���0XQLFK��+LUPHU��������������
���6HH�3HWHU�3DUHW��´*RG·V�+DPPHU�µ�LQ�3DUHW��German Encounters with Modernism, 1840–1945 
�&DPEULGJH��8.��&DPEULGJH�8QLY��3UHVV������������²���
21 Ziegler’s famous triptych Die vier Elemente ZDV�KDQJLQJ�DERXW�+LWOHU·V�ÀUH�SODFH�LQ�WKH�)�KUHUEDX�
in Munich for many years. On Ziegler’s paradigmatic work, see Elke Frietsch, “Kulturproblem Frau”: 
Weiblichkeitsbilder in der Kunst des Nationalsozialismus �&RORJQH��%|KODX���������HVS�����²����
22 Also noteworthy and typical was the immediate consequence of the jury’s blatant failure: no 
aesthetic guidelines were formulated; rather, the jury was summarily replaced. Until 1944 it was 
+LWOHU·V�SHUVRQDO�SKRWRJUDSKHU�DQG� WKH�5HLFKVELOGEHULFKWHUVWDWWHU� �SKRWR�FKURQLFOHU�RI� WKH�5HLFK��
Heinrich Hoffman, who made the selection from several thousand submissions (in 1937 there were 
FD����������VXEPLVVLRQV��������RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�H[KLELWHG�� IRU� WKH�VDOH�H[KLELWLRQ��DW�ZKLFK�+LWOHU�
KDG�WKH�ULJKW�RI�ÀUVW�UHIXVDO��2Q�+RIIPDQQ��VHH�5XGROI�+HU]��HG���+RIIPDQQ�	�+LWOHU��)RWRJUDÀH�LP�
Dienste des Führer-Mythos��H[K��FDW���0XQLFK��6WDGWPXVHXP��������
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Hitler was truly distressed by the artistic submissions. Goebbels 
FRPPHQWHG�RQ�WKLV�LQ�KLV�GLDU\�RQ�-XQH����������´,Q�WUDLQ�WR�5HJHQVEXUJ��
)�KUHU�VWDUWV�RQ�WKH�MXU\�DJDLQ��:RXOG�UDWKHU�SRVWSRQH�WKH�0XQLFK�H[KLEL-
WLRQ�D�\HDU�WKDQ�H[KLELW�VXFK�FUDS��>«@�+H�LV�LQ�D�FRPSOHWH�UDJH�µ23 Hitler 
himself remarked in his opening speech—in which, revealing, he had to 
emphasize the quality of the graphic works submitted—that the develop-
PHQW�RI�D�QHZ�*HUPDQ�DUW�ZRXOG�EH�D� ORQJ�SURFHVV��´$QG�ZKHQ�VDFUHG�
FRQVFLHQWLRXVQHVV�RQFH�DJDLQ�FRPHV�WR�LWV�ULJKW�LQ�WKLV�ÀHOG��WKHQ��,�KDYH�
no doubt, the Almighty will rise out the mass of these honest creators of art 
XS�WR�WKH�HWHUQDO�ÀUPDPHQW�RI�WKH�LPPRUWDO��JLIWHG�DUWLVWV�RI�JUHDW�WLPHV�µ24

7KH�)�KUHU� QHHGHG� VXFK�HPSW\� UKHWRULF� WR� FRQVROH�KLPVHOI� DERXW�
WKH�EODWDQW�IDLOXUH�RI�DUWLVWV� LQ�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFKµ�EHFDXVH�WKH�1D]L�DUW�
policy had systematically destroyed art and the conditions for it. That 
SROLF\�ZDV�QRW� LQ� WKH�SRVLWLRQ� WR�DWWUDFW� LPSRUWDQW�ÀJXUHV��HYHQ�WKRVH�
who initially hesitated, had not in some cases even understood that they 
were being rejected and defamed, or even would have been prepared to 
work together in some way with the new state. In subtly different ways, 
WKDW� ZDV� WUXH� RI�0D[� %HFNPDQQ�� (UQVW� /XGZLJ� .LUFKQHU�� (PLO� 1ROGH��
and Oskar Schlemmer, for example, who by no means went directly into 
the opposition or completely refused to cooperate. With Albert Speer, 
$UQR�%UHNHU��DQG�/HQL�5LHIHQVWDKO�� FRPSHWHQW�EXW�VHFRQG�UDWH�ÀJXUHV�
stepped into the front row, and their artistic achievements are still 
disputed today25.

Along with the Schandausstellungen��H[KLELWLRQV�RI�VKDPH���H[KLEL-
tions of so-called degenerate art were presented regularly in the German 
Reich from 1933 onward26. The supporters of the Kampfbund and those 
with völkisch views of art managed, despite Alfred Rosenberg’s relatively 
modest position of power in comparison to Joseph Goebbels, managed 
to produce indirect pressure. For example, they largely determined the 
categories used to judge art. Admittedly, that did not mean that Hitler 
accepted the backwoods positions of the völkisch, but it did have the 
FRQVHTXHQFH�WKDW�WKH�PDOLFLRXV�FDPSDLJQ�DJDLQVW�VR�FDOOHG�´-HZLVK�DUW�

23 Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels� �VHH� QRWH� ;9,,��� SDUW� ��� Aufzeichnungen 1924–1941, 
3:167–68, entry for June 6, 1937.
��� $GROI� +LWOHU�� ´5HGH� ]XU� (U|IIQXQJ� GHU� ¶*URVVHQ� 'HXWVFKHQ� .XQVWDXVVWHOOXQJ�·� 0�QFKHQ��
����������µ�TXRWHG�LQ�6FKXVWHU��Die “Kunststadt” München 1937��VHH�QRWH�9������²����HVS������
25 See Jonathan Petropoulos, Artists under Hitler. Collaboration and Survival in Nazi Germany (New 
+DYHQ�DQG�/RQGRQ��<DOH�83��������
26 See Christoph Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst”. Ausstellungsstrategien im Nazi-Deutschland (Worms: 
:HUQHUVFKH�9HUODJVDQVWDOW��������



EROVKHYLVPµ�WKDW�ZDV�EHLQJ�IRXJKW�LQ�SDUDOOHO�ZDV�VXFFHVVIXO��6R�LW�ZDV�
not Rosenberg’s aesthetic positions that gained acceptance but rather 
his negative objective: destroying modernism. Ironically, Goebbels, 
5RVHQEHUJ·V�́ PRUWDO�HQHP\µ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�SDUW\��ZDV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�LPSOH-
menting that policy.27

The exhibitions that are sometimes seen as precursors to Entartete 
Kunst�GR�QRW�E\�DQ\�PHDQV�H[SODLQ�WKH�VSHFLÀFV�RI�KRZ�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�
in Munich in 1937, which today is rightly seen as synonymous with the 
cultural barbarism of the National Socialists, came to pass. The tactical 
initiative of Joseph Goebbels was crucial, which enables us to work out 
WKH�UHDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DQG�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�DUW�SROLF\�LQ�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFK�µ�
There were again reminders of the failure of the jury of artists at the 
Haus der deutschen Kunst and of the role played by the jurors Ziegler 
and Schweitzer, who reported to Goebbels. That was on June 5, 1937. 
2Q� -XQH� ���� ������ *RHEEHOV� ZDV� KDQGHG� D� GHFUHH� IURP� WKH� )�KUHU�
that scandalously authorized this same Ziegler to impound paintings 
in German museums and thus to violate the authority of the ministry 
RI� FXOWXUH� XQGHU�%HUQKDUG�5XVW��ZKR�ZDV�PHUHO\� LQIRUPHG� DERXW� WKH�
GHFUHH��ZKLFK�ZDV�WKHQ�GLVVHPLQDWHG�E\�FLUFXODU��,W�UHDG��´7KH�SUHVLGHQW�
RI�WKH�5HLFKVNDPPHU�GHU�ELOGHQGHQ�.�QVWH��$GROI�=LHJOHU��SURIHVVRU�DW�
WKH�.XQVWNDGHPLH��KDV�EHHQ�FKDUJHG�E\�WKH�)�KUHU�ZLWK�LPSRXQGLQJ�WKH�
products of the period of decay still found in the museums, galleries, and 
FROOHFWLRQV�EHORQJLQJ�WR�WKH�5HLFK��WKH�VWDWHV��DQG�WKH�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV�µ28

,Q�WKH�JHQHUDO�FOLPDWH�RI�GLVDSSRLQWPHQW�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�RIÀFLDO�SURGXF-
tion of art, faced with the continuing campaigns of Rosenberg and his 
types, and after the dramatic loss of prestige suffered by members of 
the Reichskulturkammer, and hence of Goebbels himself, with regard to 
the jury for the GDK, the minister of propaganda cleverly seized the initia-
tive from Rosenberg and Rust in order to make an impression on Hitler 
with his especially radical approach. All this happened as a result of the 
circumstances and was by no means planned well in advance. There 
ZDV�FHUWDLQO\�QR� ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�VKRZLQJ�´*HUPDQ�DUWµ� LQ�

27 Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels� �VHH� QRWH� ;9,,��� SDUW� ��� Aufzeichnungen 1924–1941, 
1:502, entry for February 21, 1930.
���&LUFXODU�E\�WKH�%DGHQ�UHJLRQDO�RIÀFH�RI�WKH�5HLFK�0LQLVWU\�IRU�WKH�3HRSOH·V�(QOLJKWHQPHQW�DQG�
Propaganda, August 7, 1937, reprinted in Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst”� �VHH�QRWH�;;9��������7KLV�
GHFUHH�SXW�LQ�FKHFN�DQ�XQDXWKRUL]HG�UXVK�IRUZDUG�E\�+HUPDQQ�*|ULQJ��ZKR�KDG�LVVXHG�D�GHFUHH�
to the Prussian minister of culture, Rust, who reported to him. The works of art were seized based 
RQ�WKH�*HVHW]��EHU�(LQ]LHKXQJ�YRQ�(U]HXJQLVVHQ�HQWDUWHWHU�.XQVW��/DZ�RQ�VHL]XUH�RI�SURGXFWV�RI�
GHJHQHUDWH�DUW���Reichsgesetzblatt 1938, pt. 1, no. 88, pp. 611–12.
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0XQLFK�ZKLOH�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�VHWWOLQJ�DFFRXQWV�ZLWK�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUW�µ�
The Entartete Kunst exhibition, which today is often mentioned in the 
same breath with and even regarded as a well-planned complement to 
the GDK, was by no means planned as the exhibition we know. Rather, 
having been put together ad hoc and improvised, it was stylized as the 
long-planned settlement of accounts with modernism. The organization 
of the exhibition reveals, on the one hand, Goebbels’s concern about 
his position within the Nazi leadership and, on the other, the National 
Socialists’ purely propagandistic understanding of policy, which scarcely 
left room for long-term considerations.

2QH�FUXFLDO� IDFWRU�ZDV� WKDW� ÀYH�GD\V�DIWHU� WKH�GLVDVWHU� LQ�0XQLFK�
Goebbels took up the book Säuberung des Kunsttempels (Purging of 
WKH�WHPSOH�RI�DUW��E\�WKH�SDLQWHU�DQG�DUW�FULWLF�:ROIJDQJ�:LOOULFK�29 The 
book was published by Lehmanns Verlag in Munich in 1937; it spoke 
RI�DUW�EROVKHYLVP��DUW�DQDUFK\��DQG�D�´UHG�FRQWDPLQDWLRQ�RI�DUWµ��DQG�
it criticized the supposedly corrupt modern business of art. Above all, 
however, the collages of images of modern art published in the book, 
which were produced by Willrich himself, had a suggestive effect. 
The entire book was conceived as denunciation: Willrich placed great 
emphasis on identifying by name the artists, modern art journals, and 
museum directors acquiring modern art. The book’s sensationalist fron-
tispiece was the author’s own painting of a pregnant blonde woman: 
Hüterin der Art��*XDUGLDQ�RI�WKH�VSHFLHV���ZKLFK�DOUHDG\�DVVRFLDWHG�WKH�
GRFWULQH�RI�JHQHWLFV�ZLWK�WKH�´GHJHQHUDWLRQ�RI�DUW�µ

*RHEEHOV·V� GLDULHV� IRU� -XQH� ���� ������ VWDWHV�� ´5HDGLQJ�� :LOOULFK��
Säuberung des Kunsttempels. That task is necessary and I will take it 
RQ�µ30 This was opportunistic, since Hitler had already spoken out several 
times against the modern art Goebbels preferred but never called for 
DQ\WKLQJ� VSHFLÀF� WR�EH�GRQH�DERXW� LW�� EXW� DOVR� WDFWLFDO�� VLQFH�ZLWK�KLV�
radical rush forward Goebbels once again seized the initiative in cultural 
policy. It was the action of an agile propaganda minister who did not have 
the slightest problem throwing his own convictions overboard and making 
Rosenberg’s line his own. Goebbels had recognized that Hitler’s speech 
for the opening of the Haus der deutschen Kunst would include ranting 
DERXW�WKH�´DUW�RI�GHFD\�µ�DV�WKH�GLVWRUWHG�FRXQWHULPDJH�WR�*HUPDQ�DUW��

29 Wolfgang Willrich, Säuberung des Kunsttempels, 2nd ed. (Munich: J. F. Lehmanns Verlag, 1938; 
RULJ��SXE��������
30 Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels �VHH� QRWH� ;9,,��� SDUW� ��� Aufzeichnungen 1924–1941, 
3:171, entry for June 11, 1937.



Goebbels’s tactical skill is evident from these sentences in his diary on 
-XO\����� ´6SRNH� IRU� D� ORQJ� WLPH�DERXW� WKH� ÀQH�DUWV�� 7KH�0XQLFK�H[KL-
ELWLRQ�ZLOO� EH� YHU\� JRRG�� )�KUHU�ZDQWV� WR�JLYH�D�KDUVK�VSHHFK�DJDLQVW�
the art of decay. And I will make my contribution through the exhibition 
RQ�WKH�DUW�RI�GHFD\�µ31 Goebbels took action when it was effective and 
consolidated his own position of power and, unlike Rosenberg, not at 
LQDSSURSULDWH�WLPHV�DQG�RXW�RI�QDUURZ�PLQGHG�LGHRORJ\��,QLWLDOO\��VLJQLÀ-
FDQWO\��WKHUH�ZDV�UHVLVWDQFH��2Q�-XQH����*RHEEHOV�ZURWH��´:RUNHG�LQ�WKH�
ÀHOG�RI�WKH�DUW�RI�GHFD\��5HVLVWDQFH�HYHU\ZKHUH��1RZ�HYHQ�IURP�6SHHU�
DQG�6FKZHLW]HU��,�GRQ·W�XQGHUVWDQG�LW��%XW�ZH�ZLOO�PDNH�D�FOHDQ�VZHHS�µ32 
Precisely one week later, on June 19 and hence only a month before the 
opening, Munich has been chosen as the site for the Entartete Kunst 
exhibition: Goebbels arranged this settling of accounts in complete haste 
and as late as July 1 he was by no means certain himself that it could be 
completed to open in parallel with the GDK.

*RHEEHOV�KDG�WKH�ÀUVW�LGHD�IRU�VXFK�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ³DOEHLW�ZLWK�%HUOLQ�
as the venue—on June 4, 1937, on the day before a visit to Munich with 
Hitler to examine the jury’s selection. On that day he wrote in his diary: 
´+RSHOHVV�H[DPSOHV�RI�DUW�EROVKHYLVP�DUH�SUHVHQWHG�WR�PH��%XW�QRZ�,·P�
intervening. The professors with Rust have to be dismissed. And I want 
WR�RUJDQL]H�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ�LQ�%HUOLQ�ZLWK�ZRUNV�IURP�WKH�HUD�RI�GHFD\��6R�
the people can see and understand. I have Ziegler to instruct the jury in 
0XQLFK�WR�ORRN�NHHQO\�DQG�WR�HVWDEOLVK�VWULFWHU�VWDQGDUGV��>«@�'LVFXVVHG�
my measures against art bolshevism with Speer. He will help me with 
LW�µ33 So initially Goebbels was thinking about dismissing art professors 
reporting to Rust, as part of internal power struggles, and only secon-
GDULO\�DERXW�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ�RI�*UHDWHU�%HUOLQ��RI�ZKLFK�KH�
was Gauleiter. Albert Speer, who had in the meanwhile become Hitler’s 
favorite architect following the death of Troost, seems to have backpe-
daled, and the instruction to Ziegler came too late. On the early morning 
RI�-XQH���+LWOHU�DQG�*RHEEHOV�ÁHZ�WR�0XQLFK�WRJHWKHU��DQG�WKH�EORZ�XS�
described above took place.

A look at the true starting point for the exhibition in Munich illus-
trates the increasing radicalization of Goebbels’s art policy: Goebbels 
ZDV�HQJDJHG�LQ�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUWµ�DV�HDUO\�DV�WKH�VSULQJ�

31 Ibid., 3:198–99, entry for July 10, 1937.
32 Ibid., 3:172, entry for June 12, 1937.
33 Ibid., 3:166, entry for June 5, 1937.
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of 1937, in the context of a propaganda exhibition titled Gebt mir vier 
Jahre Zeit� �*LYH�PH� IRXU�\HDUV·� WLPH��DQQRXQFHG�E\�+LWOHU�RQ�-DQXDU\�
30, 1937.34 That show was intended to display the achievements 
of National Socialist Germany and, according to Hitler, to prepare by 
means of propaganda what had already been created or at least begun. 
It was always one of the National Socialists’ techniques for power—not 
least because the balance sheets of their own achievements was often 
rather modest—to disparage their opponents, to produce a propagan-
distic image of the enemy in order to mobilize energy and effects and to 
proclaim an apparent state of emergency.

The exhibition was intended to look a kind of shop window with 
HYLGHQFH� RI� ´GHJHQHUDWH� DUW�µ� ZKLFK� VXSSRVHGO\� XQGHUPLQHG� WKH�
cultural identity of the German people. This shifted the focus to the 
RXVWHU�RI�PRGHUQLVP�IURP�WKH�FXOWXUH�RI�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFK�µ�ZKLFK�KDG�
forced into line politically. This seemed to be answer in the negative the 
TXHVWLRQ� RI� D� SRVVLEOH� ´1RUGLF� ([SUHVVLRQLVPµ�DV� WKH� DUW� RI� WKH�1D]L�
state, which was debated controversially even within the Nazi move-
ment. The selection and presentation were the responsibility of two 
FRPSOHWHO\� LQVLJQLÀFDQW�SDLQWHUV�ZKR�KDG�SHUFHLYHG� WKH�EURDG�DFFHS-
tance of the avant-garde during the Weimar Republic as a setback and 
could not give free rein to their hatred: Wolfgang Willrich, whom we have 
already discussed above, and Walter Hansen, a vocational and drawing 
instructor from Hamburg, whose are the National Socialists themselves 
repeatedly described as amateurish. Armed with authorizations from 
the Reichspropaganda-Ministerium and the Gestapo, the two of them 
ÀUVW�JDLQHG�DGPLWWDQFH�WR�WKH�.XSIHUVWLFKNDELQHWW��3ULQWV�DQG�GUDZLQJV�
FROOHFWLRQ�� RI� WKH�1DWLRQDOJDOHULH� LQ� %HUOLQ� DQG� WKH�.URQSULQ]HQSDODLV�
�&URZQ� SULQFH·V� SDODFH��� ZKLFK� KHOG� WKH� PRGHUQLVW� FROOHFWLRQ� RI� WKH�
Nationalgalerie.35 They visited other museums and assembled their 
materials. It is characteristic of the Nazi leadership that they often 
employed dubious characters; in this case, they were both artistic 
amateurs and fanatic denouncers.36 With the powers they claimed, they 
radicalized a policy that those in power had neither planned nor antici-

34 See Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst”��VHH�QRWH�;;9������²���
35 See Alfred Hentzen, Die Berliner National-Galerie im Bildersturm��&RORJQH��*URWH��������
36 On the biographies of these two, see Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst”��VHH�QRWH�;;9������²���DQG�
385–86.



pated in this form.37

Despite intense research in research in recent years, no one has 
\HW�PDQDJHG�WR�GHWHUPLQH�ZKHWKHU�WKH�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUWµ�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�
exhibition Gebt mir vier Jahre Zeit, which was surprisingly modern in its 
presentation, consisted of originals or just illustrations in books. It has 
been established that the approach to the matter was highly uncoor-
dinated and was disputed even within the propaganda ministry, since 
Reichskulturkammer under Goebbels behaved rather hesitantly and 
even disapprovingly and forbid, for example, the exhibition of artists 
IURP�WKH�'UHVGHQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�'LH�%U�FNH�RU�WKH�([SUHVVLRQLVW�VFXOSWRU�
/XGZLJ�*LHV�� ,Q� WKH�VSULQJ�RI������WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWHG�WKH�ÀQDO� UHÁHF-
tions within the Nazi administration whether Expressionism should 
be produced from intransigent Nazi fanatics, since both Gies and the 
%U�FNH�DUWLVWV�ZHUH�DW� WKH�FHQWHU�RI� WKH�Entartete Kunst exhibition in 
Munich in the summer of 1937.

In the end, Willrich was even forced to resign in the late summer 
of 1937, after the SS-leader Heinrich Himmler had already distanced 
himself from him and Karl Kauffmann, the Reichsstatthalter (Reich 
JRYHUQRU�� LQ� +DPEXUJ�� UHIXVHG� WR� OHQG� KLP�ZRUNV� IRU� KLV� FDPSDLJQV��
Willrich’s radical line continued to be pursued successfully by others, 
however, and Hansen was given the opportunity by Rust—whom 
*RHEEHOV�DWWDFNHG�UHSHDWHGO\³WR�HVWDEOLVK�DQ�DUFKLYH�RI�´GHJHQHUDWH�
DUW�µ� 6XFK� LQLWLDWLYHV� LOOXVWUDWH� RQFH� PRUH� KRZ� VHSDUDWH�� FRPSHWLQJ�
FHQWHUV�RI�SRZHU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFKµ�ZHUH�WU\LQJ�WKURXJK�LQGHSHQ-
dent action to preserve the possibility of initiatives on the path they had 
VHW�RXW�HYHQ�ZLWK�WKH�VSHFLÀF�SROLF\�GLG�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�FRUUHVSRQG�WR�
the most deeply held ideas of the protagonists.

7R�VXP�XS�ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�VDLG�WKXV�IDU��:LWK�UHJDUG�WR� WKH�VSHFLÀF�
behavior of Joseph Goebbels in connection with organizing the Entartete 
Kunst H[KLELWLRQ��WZR�FUXFLDO�SRLQWV�SOD\�D�UROH��)LUVW��WKH�WKHPH�RI�´GHJH-
QHUDWH�DUWµ�ZDV�FKRVHQ�DV�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�D�SURSDJDQGD�VKRZ��DOEHLW�RQ�D�

37 A letter from Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS, to Wolfgang Willrich on September 18, 1937, 
makes it clear that event extreme Nazi ideologues and proponents of the policy of extermination 
UHVSRQGHG� ZLWK� UHVHUYDWLRQV� WR� WKH� EOLQG� IDQDWLFLVP� RI� WKHVH� IDLOHG�� LQVLJQLÀFDQW� DUWLVWV�� 6HH�
Heinrich Himmler to Wolfgang Willrich, September 18, 1937, quoted in Joseph Wulf, Literatur und 
Dichtung: Eine Dokumentation, vol. 3 of Wulf, Kultur im Dritten Reich, 5 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: 
8OOVWHLQ������������²����2Q�WKH�DUW�SROLF\�RI�WKH�66�DQG�LWV�FRQWH[W��VHH�HVVHQWLDOO\�0LFKDHO�.DWHU��
Das “Ahnenerbe” der SS, 1935–1945: Ein Beitrag zur Kulturpolitik des Dritten Reiches, 2nd ed. 
�0XQLFK��5��2OGHQERXUJ��������RULJ��SXE���������DQG�-DQ�(ULN�6FKXOWH��HG���Die SS, Himmler und die 
Wewelsburg��3DGHUERUQ��)HUGLQDQG�6FK|QLQJK��������
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modest scale, and was implemented despite internal resistance from the 
propaganda ministry as part of the exhibition Gebt mir vier Jahre Zeit in 
early 1937. In the process, Goebbels had to push a line through, owing to 
different positions within his ministry where the leadership of the propa-
ganda section and the Reichskulturkammer were at odds. Second, the 
minister, who had certainly sympathized with modernism, realized that 
Hitler would campaign harshly against modernism on the occasion of the 
opening of the GDK�DQG�ZDV�DOVR�GHFLGHGO\�GLVVDWLVÀHG�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUN�RQ�
the GDK jury done by the propaganda minister’s subordinates. To make 
amends, Goebbels suddenly become vehemently active on Entartete 
Kunst and pursued a radical line that could be certain of winning Hitler’s 
approval. The initiative came from Goebbels, who had Hitler approve an 
´H[KLELWLRQ�RQ�WKH�DUW�RI�GHFD\�µ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHFHLYLQJ�WKDW�DVVLJQPHQW�
from him. It is even reasonable to doubt whether Hitler would ever have 
come up with the idea of the Munich exhibition38, which he visited for just 
under ten minutes just a few days before opening.39

One day after Adolf Hitler ceremoniously opened the Grosse 
Deutsche Kunstausstellung, Adolf Ziegler, in his function as president 
RI�WKH�5HLFKVNDPPHU�GHU�%LOGHQGHQ�.�QVWH��5HLFK�FKDPEHU�RI�WKH�ÀQH�
DUWV���JDYH�WKH�VSHHFK�IRU�WKH�RSHQLQJ�RI�WKH�Entartete Kunst exhibition. 
+H�GHHSO\�GHVSLVHG�PRGHUQLVP�DQG�REVHUYHG��́ <RX�VHH�DURXQG�XV�PRQV-
trosities of madness, of impudence, of inability, and degeneration. What 
WKLV�VKRZ�KDV�WR�RIIHU�FDXVHV�VKRFN�DQG�GLVJXVW�LQ�DOO�RI�XV�µ40 He railed 
DQJULO\�DW�WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI�PRGHUQLVP��ZKRP�KH�HYHQ�FDOOHG�́ SLJV�µ�
At the same time, however, he was honestly surprised by the fact that the 
museums were still full of modern art. Despite the Schandausstellungen, 
WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�OLIH�LQ�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFKµ�ZDV�QRW�ZKDW�WKH�SURSDJDQGD�WULHG�
to suggest or what functionaries perceived41. Against this backdrop, 
Ziegler announced a comprehensive purge of German museums from 
´GHJHQHUDWH�DUW�µ�%XW�HYHQ�DIWHU� WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�DQG�WKH� LPSRXQGLQJ�RI�
ZRUNV��PRGHUQLVP�DQG�´GHJHQHUDWH�DUWLVWVµ�KDG�E\�QR�PHDQV�GLVDSSH-
ared completely from the everyday lives of Germans.42

���6HH�HVVHQWLDOO\�+DQV�0RPPVHQ��´+LWOHU·V�3RVLWLRQ� LQ�WKH�1D]L�6\VWHPµ��������� LQ�0RPPVHQ��
From Weimar to Auschwitz��3ULQFHWRQ��3ULQFHWRQ�83�����������²����
39 See Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst” �VHH�QRWH�;;9�������
���$GROI�=LHJOHU��´5HGH�]XU�(U|IIQXQJ�GHU�$XVVWHOOXQJ�¶(QWDUWHWH�.XQVW�·�0�QFKHQ������������µ�LQ�
Schuster, Die “Kunststadt” München 1937 �VHH�QRWH�9������²����HVS������
41 See Hans Dieter Schäfer, Das gespaltene Bewusstsein: Deutsche Kultur und Lebenswirklichkeit 
1933–1945��0XQLFK��&DUO�+DQVHU��������
42 See, exemplarily, Winfried Nerdinger, Bauhaus-Moderne im Nationalsozialismus: Zwischen 
Anbiederung und Verfolgung��0XQLFK��3UHVWHO�������



The Entartete Kunst exhibition was held in the rather cramped-
-seeming spaces of the plaster-cast collection of the Archäologisches 
Institut in the Hofgartenarkaden, not far from the newly constructed 
Haus der Deutschen Kunst. Around 600 works (paintings, sculptures, 
GUDZLQJV��DQG�SULQWV�DV�ZHOO�DV�ERRNV��ZHUH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ43, 
which has been reconstructed since the mid-1980s based on the essen-
WLDO�UHVHDUFK�RI�0DULR�$QGUHDV�YRQ�/�WWLFKDX�44 All currents of modern 
art since 1905 were affected: Expressionism, Cubism and Futurism, 
Dadaism and Verism/Neue Sachlichkeit as well as Constructivism, 
EXW�([SUHVVLRQLVP�GRPLQDWHG��$PRQJ� WKH�SHUÀGLRXV�VWUDWHJLHV�RI� WKH�
exhibition organizers was an introduction that appealed to the religious 
sensitivities of the audience. In the entrance one saw the famous, 
LPSUHVVLYH��QRZ� ORVW�FUXFLÀ[�E\�/XGZLJ�*LHV�DV�ZHOO�DV�ZRUNV�E\�(PLO�
1ROGH�DQG�0D[�%HFNPDQQ��7KH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH�VRPHWLPHV�QHRSDJDQ�DQG�
emphatically anticlerical National Socialists would present, in the capital 
RI�%DYDULD��PRGHUQLVP�DV�VXSSRVHGO\�PRFNLQJ�&KULVWLDQLW\�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�
ironies of history. The fact that Judaism was addressed in a second 
room—supposedly religiously and racially fundamentally opposed to the 
Christian Occident—was scarcely coincidence. Christian tradition—which 
was partially appropriated by National Socialism—and Catholic-tinged 
anti-Semitic resentment was to be mobilized against modernism.

There were also efforts to create a suggestive aesthetic for the exhi-
bition, for example, when the dramatization strategies of the Dadaists 
were effectively copied or adapted on one smaller wall by exhibited 
the works staggered together with simplistic keywords and quotations. 
$OWKRXJK�WKH�FRQFHSW�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�Internationale Dada-Messe of 1920, 
which agitated by means of photographs and posters, was not imple-
mented systematically but rather got lost in the lyric Expressionism of 
the likes of Kandinsky, the exhibition design, which at the time seemed 
revolutionary, promised to shock and perplex. The prejudices that the 
PDMRULW\� RI� YLVLWRUV� DOUHDG\� KDG� ZHUH� VXSSRVHG� WR� EH� FRQÀUPHG� DQG�
LQFLWHG� E\� WKLV�� %\� FRQWUDVW�� WKH� LPDJH� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� EHLQJ� �1ROGH��
%U�FNH��� DQWLZDU� WKHPHV� �'L[��� DQG� VW\OLVWLF� FRPSOH[HV� LQ� FRQQHFWLRQ�
with the phenomena of primitivism, children’s drawings, and the art 
RI� WKH� ´PHQWDOO\� LOOµ� DV� VRXUFHV� IRU�PRGHUQ� �.OHH�� ZHUH� SUHVHQWHG� LQ�

43 Information from Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst”��VHH�QRWH�;;9�������
44 See Schuster, Die “Kunststadt” München 1937� �VHH� QRWH� 9��� ���²��E�� DQG�0DULR�$QGUHDV�
YRQ� /�WWLFKDX�� ´� ¶(QWDUWHWH� .XQVW�·�0XQLFK�� ������ $� 5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ�µ� LQ� 6WHSKDQLH� %DUURQ� �HG����
Degenerate Art. The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi-Germany, exhibition cat. LACMA (New York: 
+DUU\�1��$EUDPV�����²���
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other adjoining rooms in a comparative conventional way in a crowded, 
two-row hanging. Evaluative comments, demagogic slogans, and exag-
gerated sales prices could not be lacking if they wanted to ensure that 
the viewers condemned what they say.

Understandably, given how hastily it was organized, the exhibi-
tion was not accompanied by a catalog or guidebook. A bright red 
insert was, however, included in the catalog of the Grosse Deutsche 
Kunstausstellung. It sensationally called for a visit to the nearby 
Femeschau��YHKPLF�H[KLELWLRQ���´6HH�LW��-XGJH�IRU�\RXUVHOI�µ�,W�GHOHJDWHG�
aesthetic judgment to an unprepared and uninformed mass audience 
that, owing to its incompetence, could only helplessly take refuge in judg-
ments based on taste. Modernism, by contrast, was depicted here as a 
pathological undertaking that had been strategically pushed through by 
D�VPDOO��-HZLVK�FOLTXH�DW�WKH�FRVW�RI�´*HUPDQ�DUW�µ

Several contemporaries already recognized that the National 
Socialists’ propaganda show was playing modernism up to be some-
thing that had never existed in that form. On November 14, 1937, Die 
Frankfurter Zeitung published an article written by the critic Carl Linfert 
WLWOHG� ´5�FNEOLFN� DXI� ¶HQWDUWHWH� .XQVW·µ�� ´1HYHUWKHOHVV�� WKH� VSHFLÀF�
feature of this is event is something else: the objective whose products 
are shown is at the same time reproduced here; indeed, produced even 
PRUH�KHUH�� LQ�D�VWUDQJHO\�SURGXFWLYH�ZD\��WKDQ�EHIRUH�µ45 Perceptively, 
Linfert saw through the background of the entire event: the purely 
SURSDJDQGLVWLF�DQG��LQ�WKDW�VHQVH��VSHFLÀFDOO\�IDVFLVWV�SROLWLFDO�XQGHUV-
tanding of the National Socialists constructed the alternative world of 
PRGHUQ�� ´GHJHQHUDWHµ� DUW� LQ� RUGHU� WR� REVFXUH� WKH� ZHDNQHVVHV� RI� LWV�
own production. To sum it up pointedly as a thesis: It was primarily the 
GLVDSSRLQWPHQW�RYHU�WKH�GHVRODWH�VWDWH�RI�WKH�DUWV�LQ�WKH�´7KLUG�5HLFKµ�
that led to the Entartete Kunst exhibition and action. Consequently, we 
KDYH�EHIRUH�XV�ZKDW�KLVWRULFDO�VFKRODUVKLS�KDV�FDOOHG� WKH�´UHDOL]DWLRQ�
RI�WKH�QHJDWLYH�HOHPHQWV�RI�WKH�ZRUOGYLHZµ�RI�1DWLRQDO�6RFLDOLVP��´7KH�
hypertrophy of its own national value, depicted positively in racial theory, 
and the hypertrophy of its own social value, depicted positively in the 
FRQFHSW�RI� WKH�H[FOXVLYH��VSHFLHV�VSHFLÀF�FRPPXQLW\�RI� WKH�SHRSOH�RI�
PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�*HUPDQLF�PDVWHU�UDFH��FRXOG�EH�VSHFLÀHG�DQG�UHDOL]HG�

��� &DUO� /LQIHUW�� ´5�FNEOLFN� DXI� ¶HQWDUWHWH� .XQVW�·µ� Frankfurter Zeitung, November 14, 1937, 
reprinted in full in Zuschlag, “Entartete Kunst” �VHH�QRWH��������²����DQG�$QGUHDV�+�QHNH�DQG�&DUO�
Linfert, “Entartete Kunst”: Kommentar 1989/1996 zum Kommentar 1937 (Cologne: Internationaler 
.XQVWNULWLNHUYHUEDQG��������



in political practice not in a positive form but only in a negative one: by 
UHMHFWLQJ�DQG�GHIDPLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�´IRUHLJQµ�DQG�´DEQRUPDO�µ�DOO�´XQGH-
VLUDEOH�HOHPHQWVµ�WKDW�GLG�QRW�FRQIRUP�WR�WKH�GLFWDWH�RI�WKH�PLGGOH�FODVV��
QDWLRQDO�YDOXHV�RI�RUGHU�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFH��>«@�7KH�VHOHFWLRQ�RI�QHJDWLYH�
elements of the worldview that took place during the process of seizing 
power and over the course of later developments in the Third Reich—they 
alone became objects of practical implementation; the positive utopias 
continued to be only distant goals and the objects of propagandistic 
HGLÀFDWLRQ³UHSUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�DQ�LQFUHDVLQJ�UDGLFDOL]DWLRQ��
SHUIHFWLQJ��DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]LQJ�RI�LQKXPDQLW\�DQG�SHUVHFXWLRQ�µ46

At the moment when their own overdrawn expectations failed and 
DW� WKH� PRPHQW� ZKHQ� WKH\� ÁDJUDQWO\� ORVW� IDFH�� *RHEEHOV� DQG� +LWOHU�
sought refuge in revenge and radicalization. If they could not establish 
DQ\WKLQJ�VLJQLÀFDQW�WKHPVHOYHV��WKH\�FRXOG�DW�OHDVW�PDQDJH�WR�GHVWUR\�
the hated counterimage.

��� 6HH� WKH� FODVVLF� HVVD\� E\� 0DUWLQ� %URV]DW�� ´6R]LDOH� 0RWLYDWLRQ� XQG� )�KUHU�%LQGXQJ� LP�
1DWLRQDOVR]LDOLVPXVµ� �������� LQ� %URV]DW�� Nach Hitler: Der schwierige Umgang mit unserer 
Geschichte��0XQLFK��GWY�����������²����HVS����²���
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