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Preface 

The origin of this book can be traced to a pregnant encounter, some 
years ago, with Mitchell Wolfson Jr., the renowned collector of fascist art 
and propaganda artifacts, in Princeton, New Jersey. Not long afterward, 
I found myself in the Wolfsonian in Miami Beach, standing before Ivo 
Saliger’s Doppelakt [Double Nude] (fig. 1), a painting submitted for inclu-
sion in the 1945 Große Deutsche Kunstausstellung [Great German Art Ex-
hibition] (which never opened) at the Haus der Deutschen Kunst [House 
of German Art] in Munich. By digging into the Wolfsonian’s acquisition 
records, I discovered that the provenance of this work by one of Adolf 
Hitler’s favorite artists is full of anomalies. Firstly, by virtue of the post-
war settlement made between the victorious Allies and Austria, the for-
mer Ostmark of the defeated Nazi Reich, Saliger (1894–1987), as an Aus-
trian citizen, was exempt from the sanctions imposed on German artists 
whose works had been purchased by the Führer. Such penalties in-
cluded the expropriation and sequestration of these works of art by 
American occupation officials—a policy that has continued into the pre-
sent even as the custody of such objects passed from Bavarian officials 
in Munich to the German Federal Republic’s official memory repository, 
the Deutsches Historisches Museum, in Berlin. Second, following the 
collapse of the Nazi regime in May 1945, Doppelakt was, after vetting by 
the U.S. Army’s Monuments Fine Arts and Archives Branch, released 
from the basement depot of the Haus der Deutschen Kunst into the 
hands of the artist in newly independent Austria. At this point, Saliger’s 
painting disappears from the historical record. But then, in 1985, 40 
years after its repatriation, a sales receipt shows that Mr. Wolfson 
bought the work from an art dealer in Salzburg.  

While examining Doppelakt in the Wolfsonian, I wondered: “What 
was the fate of other works of art produced under the patronage of the 
Führer, the Nazi Party, and other state organizations? And did all such 
works resemble Saliger’s strangely contemporary and not neoclassical 
looking nudes? Could there have been, in a dictatorship noted for its 
polycratic dysfunctionality, exceptions to the stylistic orthodoxy associ-
ated with exhibitions held in the Haus der Deutschen Kunst?” It was at 
this moment that an investigation began that led me to museums, ar-
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chives, and depots in Washington, D.C., Portland, Oregon, Munich, In-
golstadt, Berlin, and Vienna. It was on these journeys that I encountered 
paintings, sculptures, and graphic works that challenged, in a com-
pletely radical way, our understanding of the visual arts of Nazi Ger-
many.  

In the catalogue that accompanied the recent exhibition Degener-
ate Art: The Attack on Modern Art in Nazi Germany (2014), Olaf Peters de-
clares that National Socialism “produced mediocre, politically moti-
vated art and aesthetic irrelevancies” that “undermined the conditions 
of real art and destroyed artistic modernism.”1 It is not the objective of 
this study to make aesthetic judgments on the works of art admired by 
Hitler and his entourage. Rather, this book argues that National Socialist 
art is a far more complex and nuanced phenomenon than Peters lets on. 
Indeed, the evidence for the claims made here is based on the countless 
cases in which “real” (i.e., “degenerate” modernist) artists were selected 
to represent the Reich’s “mediocre” and “irrelevant” aesthetic ambi-
tions. Moreover, it is clear that Peters’ position reflects an inversion of 
the “Nazi hyperbole” that exaggerated the dangers of modernism—the 
“Feindbild in the cultural arena”—of the Weimar era. Pamela M. Potter 
recently noted that “by taking this hyperbole at face value, arts fields for 
many years also helped to construct what was essentially a caricature of 
Nazi cultural conditions, vividly representing the era as a dystopia of ar-
tistic constraint, authoritarian micromanagement, and kitsch,”2 when 
even the briefest acquaintance with the patronage mechanisms of the 
Third Reich reveals that such a dystopian construct was socially and po-
litically an impossibility. Of course, many works of art that appeared in 
the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellungen manifest an attempt to create a 
“modernist anti-modernism”—an experiment predicated on the need 
to enlist the visual arts in the horrific biosocial engineering of a racial 
utopia. But many artists who participated in the eight annual Munich 
shows—at least 64 in total—saw works of theirs removed from museum 
collections during the great purge of 1937, and this figure does not in-

                                                       
1  Olaf Peters, “From Nordau to Hitler: ‘Degeneration’ and Anti-Modernism between the 

Fin-de-Siècle and the National Socialist Takeover of Power.” In Degenerate Art: The At-
tack on Modern Art in Nazi Germany 1937 (Munich: Prestal Verlag, 2014), 33. 

2  Pamela M. Potter, Art of Suppression: Confronting the Nazi Past in Histories of the Visual 
and Performing Arts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016), 35. 



 PREFACE 15 

 

clude the many entartete Künstler who participated in the supple-
mental exchange exhibitions that opened in the Haus der Deutschen 
Kunst starting in December 1938. The best-known of these artists—be-
cause their works were either accessioned to the NS-Reichsbesitz, i.e., 
Hitler’s personal collection, or were confiscated for being “degener-
ate”—include Rudolf Belling, Ewald Jorzig, Georg Kolbe, Paul Ludwig 
Kowalski, Anton Lamprecht, Werner Peiner, Josef Pieper, Emil Scheibe, 
Kurt Schwippert, Hans Spiegel, Rudolf Schlichter, and Will Tschech. The 
dovetailing between the presentation of official art in the Große 
Deutsche Kunstausstellungen and the purge of entartete Kunst is, of 
course, striking. That same official art-degenerate art overlap is just as 
pronounced when we examine the 56 Wehrmacht combat artists 
whose works were confiscated as “degenerate,” but who nonetheless 
participated in the 1943 and 1944 Munich shows as well as in the mod-
ernist exhibition sponsored by Baldur von Schirach, Junge Kunst im 
Deutschen Reich [New Art in the German Reich], and were also put for-
ward, by Party proxies Peter Breuer, Bruno Kroll, and Bruno E. Werner, as 
trustworthy fabricators of the “new art” of the “new Germany.”  

The question, then, that must precede any aesthetic judgments 
about Nazi art, is this: which Nazi artistic idiom is under consideration? 
That of the painters who languished in internal exile prior to their 
reemergence in the service of the Wehrmacht, whose distinctively mod-
ernist work survives in the 9,176 objects in the German War Art Collec-
tion? That of artists anointed as paradigmatic figures in Party-sponsored 
publications such as Münchner Künstlerköpfe [Munich’s Leading Artists], 
Deutsche Maler der Gegenwart [German Painters of the Present], Deutsche 
Plastik der Gegenwart [German Sculpture of the Present], and Die Kunst für 
Alle [Art for Everyone]? That of works exhibited in Junge Kunst and other 
heterodox exhibitions, such as the Gustav Klimt Ausstellung? Or simply 
the official art displayed in the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellungen, 
which is the only Nazi idiom that Peters acknowledges to have existed. 

The conventional wisdom challenged by this book holds that the 
visual arts in Nazi Germany embody a backward-looking conservative 
or pastoral völkisch aesthetic with no room for dissent. This now out-
moded position was the product of an overreliance, in terms of evi-
dence, on a relatively small number of objects—the 775 works pur-
chased by the Führer at the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellungen between 



16 NOSTALGIA FOR THE FUTURE 

 

1937 and 1944—and, for a framing argument, on a “totalitarian-struc-
turalist-intentionalist-fascist” paradigm of interpreting art produced un-
der Hitler. The limitations of this approach were ably demonstrated re-
cently by Potter.3 To be fair, in the decades following the end of the Sec-
ond World War, the only works of art associated with Nazi patronage 
readily available to scholars or viewable by the public belonged to the 
NS-Reichsbesitz. Such a circumscribed pool of evidence in turn gave rise 
to a disproportionate focus on Hitler’s personal collecting activity—a 
classic case of overdetermination. In other words, the collective ten-
dency to ascribe “aesthetic nazification” (which was actually a multi-
causal phenomenon with a diverse, polyvocal group of artists, patrons, 
and critics) to the actions of a single individual, even if he served as the 
regime’s patron-in-chief, or to a few of his paladins, fostered neglect of 
a vast multiplicity of causes, conditions, and practices that contributed 
to the heterogeneous rather than monolithic quality of the visual arts of 
Nazi Germany. At the very least, the examination in this book of the Ger-
man War Art Collection and the NS-Reichsbesitz (as well as additional 
objects represented in exhibitions other than the Große Deutsche Kun-
stausstellungen and in prominent Nazi-sponsored publications) has con-
firmed that strict stylistic coherence and uniformity were notably lack-
ing in works of art produced with Nazi patronage. Indeed, it is the cen-
tral contention of this book that a surprising number of modernist idi-
oms flourished, not just in the shadows of the Nazi dictatorship, but 
openly and with the enthusiastic support of the regime’s most powerful 
individuals and institutions. This book does not claim to be an exhaus-
tive study of Nazi art, but rather identifies the presence of at least four 
modernist idioms in the cultural body politic of Hitler’s Germany. The 
emergence of these modernist idioms out of Nazi patronage is shown 
to be caused by the overwhelming presence of “degenerate” modern-
ists in the ranks of “official” artists and by the response to an increasingly 
radicalized and volatile arts scene, in which experimentation in self-ad-
justment to Nazi aesthetic norms resulted in stylistic departures from 
the regime’s effort to articulate a future-oriented, eugenic style in the 
annual exhibitions at the Haus der Deutschen Kunst. Evidence of these 
idioms was discovered upon gaining access to the German War Art Col-
lection, the NS-Reichsbesitz, and the records of the collecting activity of 

                                                       
3  Potter, op. cit., 38. 
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Hitler at the Haus der Deutschen Kunst, which revealed the identity of 
the artists, their stylistic tendencies, the appearance of their works, their 
sources of patronage as well as exhibition and sales history, and the 
postwar disposition of their work.  

As discussed in Chapters 1, the modernist art of Nazi Germany in-
cludes thousands of paintings and works on paper executed in neo-im-
pressionist, expressionist, surrealist, and Neue Sachlichkeit modes by 
German combat artists, which were exhibited and sold under the aegis 
of the Wehrmacht, but were seized by units of the U.S. Army in 1945–
46, and remain sequestered and out of public view. In disproportionate 
numbers, artists recruited into combat art units had been classified as 
entartet or “degenerate” which should have excluded them from partic-
ipation in the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellungen. Chapter 2 presents a 
new analysis of the Nazi-era works of art best known to scholars and the 
public—those purchased by the Führer at the Haus der Deutschen 
Kunst. In this analysis, many of the apparently traditional elements of 
these works—e.g., idealized nudes and heroicized agricultural and in-
dustrial workers—are subjected to a fundamental reassessment that re-
veals that these conventions were appropriated by artists working in 
the regime’s signature eugenic style in order to make them serve a far 
more radical, modernizing agenda—namely, by offering the Volk an 
emulative glimpse of its biological future, based on nostalgia for lost Ar-
yan perfection, before the future had arrived, these artists foreshad-
owed and instigated the realization of the National Socialist biosocial 
utopia. The discussion in Chapter 3 examines how, following the closure 
of the traditional venue for the exhibition and sale of their work (the 
Münchener Kunstausstellungen [Munich Art Exhibitions]), Christian artists 
in Germany adjusted their work in accordance with Nazi preferences. By 
repurposing religious tropes and iconography to function as potent fas-
cist symbols, these artists, who were associated with a tradition in every 
way hostile to National Socialism, found themselves serving the eu-
genic, future-oriented aesthetic of the regime. The focus in Chapter 4 is 
on artists who entered “internal exile” after January 1933, but who 
nonetheless participated in regional exhibitions, joined the Wehrmacht 
combat art program—the Staffel der Bildenden Künstler [Squadron of 
Visual Artists]—and saw their work reproduced in aesthetically ambiva-
lent publications, all of which oscillated between conforming with and 
transgressing Nazi aesthetic norms as foregrounded in the NS-
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Reichsbesitz pictures. In addition, a preponderance of internal exiles 
and combat artists were selected for the daring modernist exhibition 
hosted by Schirach in 1943. Struggling to articulate an accommodating 
modernism, these art producers have not previously received their due. 
Finally, based on previously unexamined archives, Chapter 5 recon-
structs the legal and administrative frameworks devised by the U.S. mil-
itary government to accomplish two tasks: firstly, to control the postwar 
circulation of German art properties associated with Nazi patronage, 
and second, to denazify and rehabilitate artists tainted by collaboration 
with the regime. These included both canonical and forgotten figures 
in the twentieth-century history of art. This chapter also offers the first 
postwar examination of denazification documents submitted to occu-
pation authorities by artists represented in the NS-Reichsbesitz and the 
German War Art Collection. 
 




