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About the book
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BARBARA MCCLOSKEY

Introduction: What Can Art Do?

Our culture demands a lot from art. We expect art to please, uplift, inspire or help change us in some way, if only for a moment. And this expectation persists even as our belief in the capacity of art to do much of anything has waned. This mix of hope and cynicism concerning the power and purpose of art holds especially true for works that treat violent, painful events. Long traditions of documentary reportage operate on the assumption that the encounter with images of atrocity and injustice can move us to act for the purpose of preventing and ending recurrences of violence and pain. Etched in our visual memories are photographs of the Spanish Civil War, the Holocaust, the war in Vietnam, and the current slaughter and refugee crises spawned by conflict in the Middle East. At different times and in various places these photographs reverberate in public opinion by helping to raise awareness and shift consciousness, sometimes in the direction of peace and justice, sometimes not. In any event, violence, atrocities, and the infliction of pain persist regardless of how many heart-rending images call us to account for the rapaciousness we continue to inflict on one another and the world we inhabit. This is our contemporary condition, one awash in images and technologies of communication and destruction that confront us over and over again with our capacity for inhumanity and seeming incapacity to do much about it. What can art do in these circumstances?

This volume contends with the question of what art can do by exploring the intersection of art, war, and trauma in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The chapters assembled here emerged from a thought-provoking German Studies Association (GSA) seminar on this topic hosted in 2014 by Deborah Ascher Barnstone and Thomas Haakenson, then chairs of the GSA’s Visual Culture Network. Germany, its troubling history, and artistic attempts to contend with that history therefore provide the focal point of these discussions. Indeed, the country’s legacy of world war, oppression, ← 1 | 2 → and genocide make it an especially apt locus for this sort of investigation. So, too, does the urgent artistic culture that has at all times accompanied this legacy, which has devoted itself to admonishing German atrocity, bearing witness, and pointing toward a less traumatic, if not better future.

An acute sense of trauma, guilt, and responsibility on a national scale finds vivid and remarkable artistic form in Peter Eisenman’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, constructed in 2005 next to the Reichstag in Berlin at the heart of Germany’s national culture. The brooding concrete slabs that make up the memorial use an abstract minimalist vocabulary to point toward without directly naming the Nazi atrocity and acts of genocide to which they refer. In this way, Eisenman’s Memorial underscores the elusiveness of trauma, including its deeply personal and affective quality, while simultaneously weaving this particular traumatic memory into Germany’s national narrative. For as long as the Memorial is allowed to remain in place, it will continue its silent testimony to Germany’s role in one of the most horrific interludes of modern history.

In her explorations of trauma, art, and memory, Jill Bennett would categorize this sort of artistic expression as doing the work of “ordinary memory.” Ordinary memory attempts to make the personal and affective nature of a traumatic experience accessible to those who were not subject to that experience.1 Works of ordinary memory thus make intelligible the unintelligible and often do so through narrative constructions (like that of Germany’s national history). These narratives in turn can have a variety of effects and purposes, including expiation and a “laying to rest” of the volatility of feeling and emotion evoked by traumatic events (in the German context, the notion of “mastering the past”), or manipulating that volatility for other, instrumental ends. For the latter, memorials to national trauma might prove a case in point if they serve to solidify national identity and stoke desire for revenge against a perceived perpetrator or outsider. ← 2 | 3 →

In her essay of 2002, “Art, Affect, and the ‘Bad Death’: Strategies for Communicating the Sense Memory of Loss,” Jill Bennett explores more deeply another kind of memory, what she calls “sense memory,” as it relates to trauma and recent artistic efforts to capture “a sense of the interior experience of trauma.”2 She describes how artistic expression of “sense memory” respects the mechanisms of psychological repression and the fundamental elusiveness of trauma. Unlike the coherence and narrative intelligibility of “ordinary memory,” the expression of sense memory relies instead on strategies of blurring, reframing, repetition, displacement, and the somatic among other modes in order to elicit affective response and establish inter-subjective relationships between the traumatized individual and a larger community. Several of the contributions in this volume build on Bennett’s explorations of sense memory by examining a range of artistic attempts to establish this sort of inter-subjective understanding with regard to Germany’s traumatic history.

Artistic attempts to lend visual form to sense memory have grown, most especially within the context of trauma and Holocaust studies from the 1980s onward. As described by Kristine Stiles in her compilation Concerning Consequences: Studies in Art, Destruction, and Trauma (2016), the emergence of trauma studies in recent decades signaled a decisive turning away from several of the values associated with “modernism” as it is conventionally understood in the context of Western art and culture since the nineteenth century.3 These values include modernism’s notions of progress and futurity, as well as its penchant for master narratives and effacement of the individual. In contrast, trauma studies are the stepchild of the epochal caesura between the modern and the postmodern and between pre-World War II culture and its aftermath. As a variant of the postmodern, trauma studies instead bring with them an intensive focus on the biographical. They also foreground individual experiences and affective responses ← 3 | 4 → that proffer, in the words of Georges Bataille, the recovery of an “intimacy thought irrecoverable.”4

Why that intimacy should continue to be sought through art and the cultural criticism devoted to it forms a larger, though unspoken question that winds its way through the chapters assembled here. In some arenas, this search for intimacy has been dismissed as anachronistic. As Stiles notes, commentators began several years ago to complain of “trauma fatigue,” especially as trauma studies became closely entwined with seemingly outmoded identity politics at the turn of the millennium.5 And yet powerful analyses of wars, trauma, and the visual cultures to which they give rise continue to be generated. This volume presents us with analyses of this sort. The chapters in The Art of War offer fresh perspectives on past artistic responses to war while also suggesting new avenues for interrogating future iterations of such responses.

Though Germany’s history of conflict dates back to the country’s founding in 1871 from the carnage of the Franco-Prussian War, this volume takes World War I as its starting point. The chapters gathered here therefore foreground the dialogic relation between war and visual culture in a world profoundly altered by the accelerated forces of modernization from the early twentieth century onward. Part I of the book considers the relationship between art, World War I, and trauma during the Wilhelmine and Weimar periods. Part II follows with contributions centered on the impact of the Third Reich and the Holocaust in German visual culture of the post-World War II years. Part III concludes by addressing resonances of World War II and Holocaust memory in more recent conflicts and artistic interventions.

Robert C. Kunath begins this volume with his chapter “World War I, German Art, and Cultural Trauma: The Birth of the ‘Degenerate Art’ Exhibition from the ‘Spirit of 1914.’” He examines World War I as an underexplored staging ground for the virulent nationalism and anti-modernism that made the purge of modernist art under the Third Reich possible. ← 4 | 5 → Kunath argues that the principal catalyst for proto-Nazi ideas on the arts was the Kulturkrieg [Cultural War] promulgated first and foremost by intellectuals in the name of patriotic defense of German culture against its enemies following the declaration of war in 1914. The Kulturkrieg reached an extreme pitch after German destruction of monuments in France and Belgium. These actions unleashed a torrent of Allied propaganda that portrayed Germans as barbarians bent not only on military conquest, but also on the cultural destruction of their enemies.

Using a notion of “cultural trauma,” Kunath explores how the apparent shock of the escalating Kulturkrieg, almost more than the war itself, shaped and transformed German collective identity and self-understanding from World War I onward. Intellectuals, politicians, gallerists, critics, and others fashioned a narrative, or, rather, created an “ordinary memory” of cultural insult and aggrieved national identity that reached beyond the art world to the larger populace. This ordinary memory also came to accommodate racialist thinking about German superiority over and against its “others.” Those “others” included modernist art, its links to internationalism, and its deviance from traditional cultural tendencies then ascendant as quintessentially “German.” Kunath argues that the cultural trauma of World War I and the ordinary memory it spawned thus provided a narrative for Nazi Germany that made the confiscation, vilification, and destruction of “degenerate” modern works of art both thinkable and doable. In this way, his exposition provides a provocative case in point of how collective trauma and ordinary memory can be harnessed for yet more traumatic ends to come.

Deborah Ascher Barnstone’s contribution shifts our attention from the collective to the individual, with a discussion of the World War I art of Max Liebermann, Germany’s most lauded impressionist painter of the Wilhelmine era. Her chapter explores Liebermann’s illustrations for Paul Cassirer’s patriotic journal Kriegszeit, which launched amidst the waves of enthusiasm that marked German responses to war’s outbreak in 1914. The journal ceased publication in 1916 amidst a war weariness that rendered the journal’s pro-war message significantly less tenable especially as open popular resistance to the military campaign mounted. Barnstone describes how Liebermann’s images for Cassirer’s journal abandoned his more familiar ← 5 | 6 → preoccupation with rendering portraits, gardens, and the sun-dappled leisure pursuits of the urban bourgeoisie. His Kriegszeit works instead exploited the stark black-and-white contrasts of lithography in order to depict battle maneuvers, advancing cavalry, and war casualties.

Previous commentaries on Liebermann’s Kriegszeit images tend to describe these works as uninflected illustrations of the journal’s patriotic contents. Through biographical study and analysis of the place of his drawings within the larger scope of works produced during this period, Barnstone reveals instead how Liebermann’s history of conflict with Kaiser Wilhelm, Jewish ethnicity, and commitment to “art,” as opposed to “propaganda,” injected his imagery with a measured restraint. She also explores how that restraint markedly distinguished his Kriegszeit images from the visual panegyrics and allegorical depictions of triumph and heroism that characterized more overtly propagandistic renderings of the time. Barnstone’s account thus points to the importance of keeping in view discrete artistic responses to collective trauma, even (or perhaps especially) those that might well be expected to advance national or group interests associated with that trauma. As her analysis demonstrates, this vigilance remains important to defining the limits of – or finding critical resistances to – otherwise seamless or unreflective narratives that subtend ordinary memory and its effects.

Notions of trauma do not come without their gendered assumptions, including the idea that women are more subject than men to its psychic dislocations. Moreover, while representations of war rely on the active male form as a preferred vehicle of heroic resolve, visualizations of trauma often default to passive woman as the bearer of traumatic experience. In “Women, War, and Naked Men: German Women Sculptors and the Male Nude, 1915–1925,” Nina Lübbren invites an alternative view of these assumptions and representational strategies. She does so by attending to the work of female sculptors Emy Roeder, Gela Forster, and Renée Sintenis, whose artistic achievements continue to take a back seat in the history of art to those of their male contemporaries. In three case studies, Lübbren explores how these women registered in their art the traumatic impact of World War I, the revolutionary upheaval of the immediate post-war period, and the uneasy stability of the Weimar Republic in the mid-1920s. As she explains, Roeder, Forster, and Sintenis responded to these traumas not with passivity, ← 6 | 7 → nor with artistic portrayals of traumatized women, but rather by their active pursuit of artistic careers and through their distinctive renderings of the nude male form during and after the war. Each of these artists produced works that rejected the figural integrity and idealization of classicism in favor of fragmentation, vulnerability, and expressionist distortion that indeed echoed the better-known works of Auguste Rodin and Wilhelm Lehmbruck at this time. But unlike their male counterparts, Lübbren argues, Roeder, Forster, and Sintenis inscribed within their distinctive handling of the nude male form a specifically female gaze. In doing so, these sculptors arrived at a feminist interpretation of the male nude that in turn bespoke their attitudes toward, if not traumatic reaction to, war. Lübbren’s chapter thus prompts us to think beyond the gendered assumptions and exclusions not only of art history, but also of trauma studies devoted to German visual culture of the World War I and Weimar periods.

Unlike the largely neglected female sculptors considered in Lübbren’s chapter, Otto Dix, Weimar Germany’s most acclaimed New Objectivity portraitist, has been the subject of numerous studies. Most attention has been paid to the paintings and drawings he produced based on his four years of valorous front-line service in World War I. Recently, scholars have analyzed the many images in which Dix referenced his combat experience for evidence of sense memory and traumatic psychological reverberations of that experience in his art.

In “Dix Petrified,” James A. Van Dyke takes a different, less psychoanalytically inflected approach to the question of trauma as it relates to Dix’s art. He does so by revisiting The War (1932), the artist’s last major war painting of the Weimar period in which he recalled his time at the front in World War I. To begin, Van Dyke importantly reminds us that notions of trauma and neurosis have their own history, one that was largely shaped by the cataclysm of World War I. He also recounts how Dix labored on The War amidst mounting political polarization and increasingly shrill debates over the meaning and memory of World War I. These debates included political and legal wrangling over what constituted war trauma – and therefore the nature of government obligation, both financial and medical, to the many World War I veterans whose physical and psychological needs remained poorly addressed. Through an intricate examination of ← 7 | 8 → preparatory studies, iconographic precedents, and painterly technique, Van Dyke suggests how The War might be seen anew not only as a trace of Dix’s own repressed traumatic experience, but also as a deliberate and conscious attempt to intervene in these debates over World War I trauma in the late Weimar years. In “Dix Petrified,” we thus come to see the distillation of ordinary memory in Dix’s painting against the backdrop of an extraordinary moment of renewed trauma as Germany moved ineluctably toward yet another catastrophic war.

Part II of this volume transitions to the post-World War II years in Germany and artistic responses to the Third Reich and the Holocaust. Katrin Dettmer’s chapter on “Heiner Müller’s Poetics of Trauma” directs our attention to literature and theater and to the issue of World War II memory as it surfaced in East Germany during the Cold War. Specifically, her contribution foregrounds how Müller’s “poetics of trauma” might be understood as an instance of “sense memory,” in Jill Bennett’s sense, that is, as an artistic response that respects the ineffability of personal trauma. As Dettmer reveals, splits, gaps, silences, and displacements function in Müller’s writings and plays as traces of traumatic experience and history that cannot be otherwise accessed and communicated. These traces traverse the relationship between the individual and collective as Müller’s work grappled with his life under the Third Reich as well as his later experience of restriction and repression in the German Democratic Republic. For him, the Third Reich continued to haunt the GDR as a kind of traumatic repetition, in this case of a history that resisted being “worked through.”

These repetitions surface in Müller’s 1992 autobiography and in his play, The Scab, which was written in 1956/57 and staged at the Deutsches Theater in Berlin in 1988 with set designs by Erich Wonder. Dettmer specifically explores gesture and dialogue in The Scab as an instance of Müller’s poetics where past and present traumas are brought into identification with one another and metanarrative and coherence are abandoned. Moreover, Wonder’s stage designs for The Scab visually complemented the splits, gaps, silences, and displacements of Müller’s poetics through the use of tilted floors, oblique views, and asymmetry. As Dettmer compellingly argues, the unresolved, incomplete, and unstable thus functioned ironically and ← 8 | 9 → counter-intuitively as the stable ground of Müller’s poetics of trauma and his persistent, though necessarily elusive effort to “master the past.”

Justin Court’s “Heimrad Bäcker: Photography at the Limits of Understanding the Holocaust and its Violence” explores debates concerning the ontological status of the photograph as they have emerged in trauma and Holocaust studies over the past several decades. Ever since Susan Sontag’s “negative epiphany” on viewing photographs of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau in 1945, the relationship between photography’s documentary and artistic dimensions has been a matter of critical scrutiny. So, too, has the question of whether images that relate the horrors of the Holocaust can or should be privileged conduits of traumatic experience. Do Holocaust photos have the ability to generate affective, even traumatic response in viewers who are now generations removed from the events they depict? Or does the recycling of such photographs numb us to the enormity of their contents? For some, the viewing of these images signifies little more than a disrespectful, profane voyeurism equivalent to that of Nazi perpetrators who more often than not took them in the first place. For others, the treachery of these images lay in their capacity to lull us into some false sense that we somehow now “know” the Holocaust in all its monstrousness. Court deploys this sort of questioning to examine the works of Austrian photographer Heimrad Bäcker who joined the Nazi Party as a young man and devoted his attention from 1968 to 2003 to photographing the deserted remnants of the Mauthausen-Gusen concentration camp.

As Court’s analysis of Bäcker’s images makes plain, the photographer deliberately avoided the repertoire of motifs from the Third Reich and Holocaust that have become iconic, such as rail lines, ovens, corpses, and guard towers. He also rejected the sweeping visuality associated with the commanding Nazi gaze in favor of short focal lengths, close cropping, and small scale. Moreover, his subject matter dwelled on the incidental: simple fragments of wall, coiled wire, and rusty nails that suggest the perspective of the camp victim immersed in an ordinariness rendered perversely and tragically extraordinary. Court argues that the meaning of these photographs is contingent on a web of images – those rail lines, ovens, corpses, and towers – that have become firmly lodged in our collective memory of the Holocaust through repetition. In his analysis, Bäcker’s evocation of ← 9 | 10 → an aesthetic of sense memory – the oblique, the fragment, the displaced – works at the margins of this collective memory to elicit our response, both emotional and ethical, to the persistent elusiveness of knowledge about the Holocaust and our continuing need to bear witness.

Photography and its relationship to the traumas of German history are also the subjects of David Kenosian’s analysis. His chapter, “Aftershocks: (Missing) Holocaust Photographs and Writing the Past in Uwe Johnson’s Anniversaries and W. G. Sebald’s ‘Max Ferber’”, contends with the role of Holocaust photographs and their affective power to prompt reflection on an entwined and tragic German and Jewish past in the writings of Uwe Johnson and W. G. Sebald. In Johnson’s Anniversaries (1970–83) and Sebald’s story of “Max Ferber” from the Emigrants (1992), the authors deal with the fraught relationship between history and memory, the horrors of World War II, and a post-war generation’s reluctance to remember. Both texts also use photographs as crucial narrative devices imbricated in the memory process. In Johnson’s novel, photos of the camps are mentioned and produce shocks of recognition in the main protagonist, but they are neither illustrated nor described. These absent photographs metaphorically mark the shattering loss and erasures of the Holocaust and its ungraspable and traumatic aftereffects.

In “Max Ferber,” Sebald narratively invokes the absent presence of photographs for similar purposes. At the same time, he intersperses his text with photos that reference the Holocaust through their oblique evocations of iconic imagery that is now seared into collective memory of that past. Images establish correspondences that assist in the process of historical recognition and confrontation with the shocks of the past that the conscious mind has repressed. As Kenosian’s analysis makes plain, Johnson and Sebald thus turn our attention to the nature of Holocaust photography and what sort of “truth” these images are ultimately able to disclose. These authors signal a deep skepticism concerning the documentary or narrative dimension of Holocaust photographs through strategies of absence and displacement. Yet, as Kenosian also shows, their writings nonetheless explored and put to powerful narrative use photography’s latent capacity to elicit an inter-subjective response as they sought to conjoin German and Jewish memory in a shared and anguished past. ← 10 | 11 →

Part III concludes this volume with explorations of the continuing presence of Third Reich and Holocaust memory in later twentieth- and early twenty-first-century German visual culture. In her chapter “Horst Faas, Thomas Billhardt, and the Visual Vietnam in the Two Germanys,” Annette Vowinckel addresses the structuring resonances of Holocaust memory as it surfaced in the two Germanys during the Vietnam War. Specifically, her analysis examines the work of West German photographer Horst Faas and his photojournalistic counterpart, Thomas Billhardt of East Germany. Vowinckel’s account shows how their documentary photographs and claims to objective reportage were shaped by and absorbed into the ideological and propagandistic frames of the press agencies and governments for which they worked, in many instances through devices of captioning and the staging of the photographs themselves. While Faas’s imagery tended to underscore Western liberal denunciations of war in general (“war is hell”), Billhardt’s, by contrast, emphasized the conflict as a product of Western imperialism and the resilience of North Vietnam’s communist society in the face of war. As her analysis also points out, Faas’s and Billhardt’s images trafficked back and forth across the Cold War divide, particularly in the contexts of anti-war demonstrations and growing international movements for solidarity with the Third World that came to the fore in the late 1960s.

While this kind of trafficking was not restricted to Vietnam War photojournalism in a divided Germany, the contextual rhetoric was, namely, linkages that were established through text and image to evoke Holocaust memory. This strategy served to connect past and present trauma in order to elicit an ideologically inflected reaction from consumers of the news outlets to which these efforts were attached. In this instance, the ordinary memory of Germany’s tragic past became fodder for an updated collective understanding of Cold War conflict and its attendant traumas. Vowinckel’s account thus reveals the increasing malleability of Holocaust memory as the event itself receded further into the past. Her work also suggests how that memory can be – and was in the case of the Vietnam War – mobilized to frame memory for other and more recent traumatic events.

Andrea Gyorody’s “This Sum of Catastrophes: Excavating the History of Joseph Beuys’s 7000 Oaks” directs our attention to the persistence and permeability of Third Reich and Holocaust memory in Joseph Beuys’s 7000 ← 11 | 12 → Oaks, his last and largest artistic intervention. 7000 Oaks was launched at Documenta 7 in Kassel in 1982, four years before the artist’s death. A work of “social sculpture,” the project involved planting 7000 oaks throughout the city. Each tree was to be accompanied by a basalt stele and the whole was intended to – and does – endure as a living and organically generative installation piece. For some, the work took its place within a growing and forward-looking environmental movement, while for others it remained burdened by memories of the Third Reich that continue to enshroud Beuys’s conflicted and complex biography. Gyorody recounts how Beuys himself was responsible for thus burdening his biography. He did so through his deliberate deployment of a personal mythology, coupled with the use of distinctive materials in his installations and performances to evoke that mythology, which has repeatedly raised questions about Beuys’s personal relationship to and attitude toward the Nazi past.

Situating Beuys’s work within a broader context and set of responses, including subsequent artistic ones that have explored and reinterpreted 7000 Oaks, Gyorody demonstrates how heavily freighted Germany’s image world remains by the traumas of World War II. She explores how Beuys’s project materially evoked that image world yet again, most especially through his use of the oak tree and its deep embeddedness in German nationalist and Nazi mythology. She explains further that even the forward-looking environmental dimension of 7000 Oaks cannot be completely severed from that past. This is due not only to Beuys’s role as a founder member of the Green Party, but also to the Greens’ inclusion of right-wing elements whose reverence for the “German land” elicits patterns of continuity, not rupture with Germany’s traumatic past. Through Gyorody’s detailed analysis, we come to see Beuys’s 7000 Oaks as a profoundly ambivalent yet open-ended work that resurfaces the past. By virtue of its organicism and proven ability to inspire yet other artistic interventions, it also gestures toward potentially regenerative ways of moving forward with that past, especially as the traumas of World War II become temporally more remote.

Svea Braeunert’s chapter “Deferring Perspective in Times of Urgency: Louise Lawler Looks at Gerhard Richter’s Painting of the Air War” addresses art, war, and trauma in today’s regime of drone warfare. It also returns us to the freighted nature of the German image world and specifically to the ← 12 | 13 → politics of visuality as an arena for the surfacing of traumas both past and present. Her account explores US artist Louise Lawler’s appropriation of photo paintings of aerial warfare that were produced by the German artist Gerhard Richter in the 1960s. In retrospect, Richter came to see these works as evoking memory of the destruction of German cities by Allied bombers at the end of World War II. He also provocatively explored the trauma of that experience during a period – the 1960s – when acknowledgment of German suffering during and after the war remained taboo and repressed.

Lawler photographed and distorted Richter’s images for her installation titled No Drones (2011), which integrated the German artist’s work into a context decidedly different from that of World War II memory. Her reproduction stretched Richter’s photo painting Mustang Squadron (1964) into an anamorphic configuration, which Braeunert suggestively reads as a mnemonic device for “multidirectional memory,” memory that moves back and forth between past and present traumas, both hiding and disclosing their contents. At stake in No Drones are the assumptions of mastery and visuality implicit in perspective and aerial views allowed to earlier forms of warfare from the air. In Braeunert’s analysis, Lawler’s use of anamorphism deliberately frustrates and decenters this state of visual mastery in order to provoke critical reflection on the ways in which visuality itself is imbricated in traumatic experience and memory. Returning to Jill Bennett’s descriptions of sense and ordinary memory, we might say both are operative here: sense memory through Lawlor’s use of anamorphic distortion to implicate the viewing subject in the repressions of past traumas alluded to but obscured in her work, and ordinary memory through strategies that insert this oblique evocation of the trauma of Germany’s modern wars into a history of visuality that invites us to develop critical counter narratives for the traumas to come.

Braeunert’s chapter concludes this volume with an analysis that provokes reflection about the relationship between now and the past, especially as the cataclysmic traumas of twentieth-century German history begin to recede from view. At the same time, the drone warfare she describes presents us with a dynamic of war and devastation that has also become similarly inaccessible to view as it recedes behind prosthetic technologies, computer screens, and remote frontiers. The shrunken image world and ← 13 | 14 → growing impersonality of the traumas inflicted today by the powerful on the powerless might attenuate the affective and interpersonal imperative for art and interpretations of it to recover the “intimacy thought irrecoverable” sought after by identity based trauma studies of the past. Yet, in the interest of a less traumatic tomorrow, the ethical imperative to attend to the visual dynamics of traumatic experience, both past and present, remains. Following on the analyses offered in this volume, artists and interpreters will no doubt continue to address issues of war and trauma. This is most especially the case as the redemptive possibilities of inter-subjective identification they seek to excavate will persist, however ungraspable and beyond reach those possibilities may appear now and into the foreseeable future.



1 Charlotte Delbo, Auschwitz and After. Trans. Rosette C. Lamonte (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995); and Jill Bennett, “Theorizing Trauma through the Visual Arts,” in Franz Kaltenbeck and Peter Weibel, eds, Trauma und Erinnerung/Trauma and Memory: Cross-Cultural Perspectives, 75–89 (Vienna: Passagen Verlag, 2000).

2 Jill Bennett, “Art, Affect, and the ‘Bad Death’: Strategies for Communicating the Sense Memory of Loss,” Signs (Fall 2002): 333–51 (citation here, p. 335).

3 Kristine Stiles, Concerning Consequences: Studies in Art, Destruction, and Trauma (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).

4 As quoted in ibid. 8.

5 Ibid. 18–19.
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PART I

Artistic Responses to World War I


| 17 →

ROBERT C. KUNATH

1 World War I, German Art, and Cultural Trauma: The Birth of the “Degenerate Art” Exhibition from the “Spirit of 1914”

Introduction

Amidst the various commemorations of its centennial, World War I looms ever larger in our historical consciousness. Historians have long regarded it, in the words of Thomas Nipperdey, as the “primal catastrophe” of the twentieth century, and attempts by revisionists like Brian Bond to argue that the war was fought effectively and that the total casualties were not demographically significant face stubborn skepticism rooted not merely in sentiment but in statistics. John Keegan notes that the German losses of under four per cent of all who served appear quite modest, but the death toll among those who were between nineteen and twenty-two years old when the war broke out was staggering: thirty-five to thirty-seven per cent, “exceed[ing] by far what was emotionally bearable,” as Keegan remarks. For those who returned, wounds, shell-shock, and inescapable memories represented other losses, harder to quantify, but no less real. Keegan’s gripping account of the disastrous first day of the British offensive on the Somme in 1916 includes the story of a private who was able to cross the German wire but who found at the designated gathering point only two other members of his unit, a sergeant and his lieutenant. In shock, the lieutenant cried out “God, God, where’s the rest of the boys?” It is a question that haunts us still, and one that testifies to the war’s role as a profound individual trauma for millions of the soldiers and civilians who experienced it.1 ← 17 | 18 →

Traumas so widely shared have special force, and one can argue that the war constituted an immense collective trauma for the belligerent nations. Historians have long seen the war as a watershed for European and German history, and Ian Kershaw has written that the war and its aftereffects have now become the leading historical explanation for the emergence and triumph of Nazism.2 Oddly, though, analyses of the origins and development of Nazi attitudes towards art rarely regard World War I as a decisive period. Studies of the notorious Munich “Degenerate Art” exhibition of 1937, which displayed about 570 works by leading German modernists to indict modern art as fraudulent, treasonous, and perverse, emphasize its cultural roots in the anti-modernism and nascent race theory developing in Imperial Germany and leap past the war to portray the pitched battles over modern art in the Weimar period. Both Olaf Peters and Christoph Zuschlag characterize Imperial Germany as a period in which modern art was under intense attack, citing the popularity of the works of conservative cultural critics Julius Langbehn and Paul de Lagarde, the bitter controversies over the support for modern art of museum directors Hugo von Tschudi and Gustav Pauli, and Carl Vinnen’s notorious Protest of German Artists against state purchases of French impressionist art.3 In this Peters and Zuschlag are similar to Hans Belting, who states that the Nazis were able to borrow virtually all of their invective against modern art from the “traditional debate about German art” rooted especially in pre-war Imperial Germany: “all arguments for a ‘timeless German art form’ and against contemporary ← 18 | 19 → modern art had already been formulated much earlier. So when the national socialists came to power, a point of view about the arts that was already shared by many people became official government policy.”4

This vision of a direct connection between Imperial and Nazi Germany is rooted in the historiography of the 1960s and is well known for its analysis of Germany’s “special path” (Sonderweg), which sought to identify the pathologies of politics, society, and culture that led ineluctably to the Third Reich. Hans-Ulrich Wehler is the historian most prominent for emphasizing the fundamental continuities between Imperial and Nazi Germany, but Fritz Stern and George Mosse produced two of the most influential portrayals of the cultural roots of Nazism in Imperial Germany. Stern’s The Politics of Cultural Despair depicts a deep continuity between nineteenth-century Germany and the Third Reich: “In the beginning – during the romantic movement in Europe – there was a necessary and universal rebellion against the tyranny of French conventions and classical forms; and in the end, in the recent past, there was the exhibition of ‘decadent art’ in Hitler’s Munich.”5 Mosse’s The Crisis of German Ideology also links the victory of the Nazis with the “Volkish” currents in Germany thought that were born in the nineteenth century: “… January 1933 was not an accident of history, but was prepared long beforehand … and … if National Socialism had not taken the lead, other Volk-oriented parties stood ready to do so, for by that time Volkish ideas had captured almost the entire powerful German right.”6

The books of Stern and Mosse are indisputable classics, but Peters’s and Zuschlag’s reliance on the Sonderweg model neglects the sustained criticism leveled at it by David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, who argue forcefully that Imperial Germany was not a sinister deviant from a norm ← 19 | 20 → of healthy national development, and that the path between it and the Third Reich was contingent and needs to be rescued from “the tyranny of hindsight.”7 A historian who has sought to apply that insight to German cultural history is Thomas Nipperdey, whose stimulating essay How the German Bourgeoisie Found Modernism reverses the Sonderweg narrative of a German middle class implacably hostile to modern art and culture. Indeed, Nipperdey argues that between 1900 and 1910 Germany leaped into the first rank of modernism: the German bourgeoisie proved “strikingly receptive” to what Nipperdey refers to as “moderate modernism” and even successful attacks on modern art like the removal of Secessionist paintings from the German art sent to the 1904 World Exposition in St Louis were mere “rear-guard battles in a lost cause.”8 Peters insists that “the crucial intensification of the [anti-modern] climate concerning art policies took place prior to World War I and coincided with the establishment of the so-called avant-garde and isms in art,” but this is hard to reconcile with the state of the German art world around 1914.9 In 1912, the business manager of the Berlin Secession, Paul Cassirer, noted the triumph of modern art in Germany by observing that over fifteen years the term “impressionism” had been transformed from a curse word denouncing artistic revolution to a condemnation of artistic reaction. In 1913, the annual celebratory address at the Royal Academy of Arts in Berlin marking Emperor Wilhelm II’s birthday included the statement that impressionism “has become almost classic among us” and had long ceased to be a novelty. Peter Paret writes of the Berlin Secession’s “victory in the war over modernism in Germany,” and, by 1914, that victory was turning into a rout.10 ← 20 | 21 →

But if writers who find the roots of the Degenerate Art exhibition in Imperial Germany appear to overestimate the strength of anti-modernism before 1914, the intellectual genealogies they trace to figures like Max Nordau and Julius Langbehn are convincing. The essential question, though, is not the point of origin for the ideas that would crystallize as the Nazi attack on modern art, but rather how those ideas reached far beyond the relatively small circle of radical anti-modernists who had been wholly incapable in pre-war Germany of halting the progress of modern art. This chapter will argue that the decisive moment when the nationalist attack on modern art first reached a mass audience in Germany came in the years of World War I. Art historians often underestimate the significance of the war for the dissemination of German anti-modernism because the war is usually approached as a promoter of modernism, a force that stimulated and shaped the avant-garde artists who would emerge from it.11 That is a valid way to view the effect of World War I on art, but a much different perspective can be found in Kenneth Silver’s study of the Parisian avant-garde during the war, which demonstrates how the war unleashed in France a potent cultural nationalism that rejected modern art as foreign and subversive. Martha Hanna goes so far as to argue that the cultural foundations of Vichy France were constructed in the wartime “mobilization of intellect” that bestowed “an unprecedented authority upon the cause of cultural conservatism.”12

The German dynamic was similar, but even more extreme. That was a result of the intensity with which educated Germans came increasingly ← 21 | 22 → to understand the war as a Kulturkrieg, a cultural war.13 To be sure, all of the belligerents sought to employ cultural tropes to mobilize their populations, but only Germany relied so fervently on culture to legitimate its war effort. As the Schlieffen Plan steamroller smashed through Belgium, German protestations of self-defense rang hollow. As reports of German atrocities in Belgium and France inflamed the Allied propaganda campaign against German “barbarism,” German intellectuals reacted with shock and outrage. They also experienced what sociologist Jeffrey Alexander has called a “cultural trauma.” Struggling to formulate a defense of German culture, German intellectuals created a discourse that enormously amplified the fundamental tenets of the opponents of artistic and cultural modernism in Imperial Germany. That discourse drew existential power from the strain of the war and reversed the fortunes of the embattled opponents of modernism in Germany.14

Hans-Ulrich Wehler was the historian most identified with the Sonderweg interpretation of Imperial Germany, but he also recognized the historically contingent role of the war in creating “new conceptual possibilities” that would otherwise never have taken shape. Omer Bartov argues that the Holocaust was one of those possibilities: “Auschwitz could neither have been imagined nor come into being without the Great War.”15 ← 22 | 23 → No wonder that so deep a transformation would so radically alter what was conceptually possible in German art and culture. Peter Fritzsche, in a moment of self-conscious hyperbole, cites the famous photograph of young Adolf Hitler in a Munich crowd responding to the announcement of the declaration of war on August 2 1914 as capturing “the precise moment when the Third Reich became possible.” Not long thereafter, the Degenerate Art exhibition became possible, too.16

Cultural War and Cultural Trauma

Historians once portrayed the outbreak of the war as an event that prompted widespread celebration. More recent scholarship like Jeffrey Verhey’s book on the “Spirit of 1914” has demonstrated that outbursts of jubilation in Germany as war loomed were more than matched by moments of anxiety and even panic. Bellicose rapture was confined to the upper classes, among whom many intellectuals were prominent: Verhey notes that German artists, writers, journalists, and academics “belonged in August 1914 to the most excited Germans.”17 Their attitudes can hardly be regarded as broadly representative, but the deep emotions aroused by the sense of national unity that developed in the opening weeks of the war crossed class and confessional boundaries. The intense feelings of community and moral transformation that marked the “August Days” lingered in German memories long after the war’s promise had vanished. Even in 1946, amidst the rubble of Berlin, the great historian Friedrich ← 23 | 24 → Meinecke could write that “the exaltation of the August days of 1914, despite its ephemeral character, is for all those who lived through them one of the most precious and unforgettable memories of the highest sort.”18 Meinecke of course was one of those intellectuals who joined vigorously in the wartime debates about German politics and culture. But though Carl Zuckmayer would become one of Germany’s leading playwrights after World War I, he was only seventeen in 1914, and his account of his family’s sudden return from a vacation in Holland as the war broke out shows how broadly shared the intense emotions of the August Days were. Zuckmayer began the journey with feelings of “horror and revulsion” about the impending conflict, but as his family’s train crossed the German border he was struck by the warmth of the usually impersonal customs officials, who greeted them “as if we were close personal relations whom they had not seen for a long time.”19 Observing from the train the soldiers assembling for mobilization and the emotional farewell of an officer from his young wife, Zuckmayer experienced a growing exaltation, which, like an electrical current, spread through his consciousness and “produced in body and soul a penetrating warmth, a trance-like delight, almost voluptuous, in feeling part of events, in togetherness.”20 In a Germany that had long been haunted by fears of fragmentation rooted in apparently intractable differences of region, confession, and class, the “community of August” offered an intoxicating sense of inclusion to all.

Intellectuals wanted more than intoxication, though. All the belligerent nations experienced a powerful sense of national unity as the war began, but German intellectuals sought to derive from the Spirit of 1914 a philosophy and a legitimation of Germany’s role in the war. By early 1915, German writers were articulating the “Ideas of 1914,” but constituent parts of those “ideas” began to be formulated in the first weeks of the war. Steffen Bruendel argues that one cannot equate the writings devoted ← 24 | 25 → to the “Ideas of 1914” with those on the “Spirit of 1914,” identifying in the former a content-rich debate about the new political system that would emerge from the war in contrast to the latter’s amorphous discussions of the war’s effect on myriad aspects of German society and culture. But Bruendel’s tightly focused “Ideas of 1914,” so valuable as a heuristic device to facilitate historical analysis, would not have been evident to Germans during the war, for whom discussions of the war’s effect on German politics would have only been a subset of a much broader literature devoted to interpreting how the war had transformed Germany.21

Virtually no one doubted that there had been a profound transformation, and some examples show the power of that belief. Ernst Rolffs’s essay on the Spirit of 1914 appeared in December 1914 but clearly had been written in the afterglow of the August Days, which he portrayed as an experience of extraordinary moral renewal, all the more astonishing for the apparent decay of the pre-war period. So the Spirit of 1914 was nothing less than “a revelation of the World Spirit within the soul of the German people,” a guarantee of Germany’s victory as part of a moral world order, and a force that for decades “would deepen the inner life in Germany and exalt the appreciation for moral strengths and ideal powers.”22 The world-famous philosopher Rudolf Eucken echoed and expanded these sentiments in a stream of addresses and writings in the first months of the war, in which the Spirit of 1914 became the foundation for what Hermann Lübbe has called a Deutschtumsmetaphysik, a metaphysics of German-ness. Like Rolffs, Eucken discerned in the apparent rebirth of idealism in the August Days confirmation that Germany’s mission was to preserve its unique moral attributes, its culture (Kultur). And, like Rolffs, Eucken saw ← 25 | 26 → this as an assurance of Germany’s victory: since Germans were “the soul of humanity,” their defeat would “rob world history of its deepest meaning” and was therefore inconceivable.23 Ernst Troeltsch’s articulation of “The Ideas of 1914” in 1916 contains focused political content quite in accord with Bruendel’s vision of the distinctiveness of the writings on the “Ideas of 1914,” but Troeltsch’s address also rested on a foundation of claims to a distinctive German idealism and culture shared with the Spirit of 1914 literature. Troeltsch placed German Kultur in a very different context from Rolffs and Eucken, who had written in 1914: though they, too, regarded the conflict as a cultural war, for Troeltsch the concept of the Kult
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