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 Welcome to a special second October meeting of the Dr. Harold C. Deutsch World War II Roundtable. Tonight our guest is Marylou Gjernes, a retired curator of the art collection at the Center for Military History. 


Germany was once described as the land of Dichter and Denker (Poets and Thinkers) so it was not a surprise that the arts had a central position in the ideology and propaganda of National Socialism. Even though he had great disdain for intellectuals, Adolf Hitler realized he would need the solid support of the German artistic and intellectual community to gain the confidence of the ordinary citizen.  He had extraordinary success, even though many emigrated, their numbers do not compare to those who remained and pledged their support to the Nazi’s and the Führer. Hitler also realized the usefulness of propaganda during the First World War believing that British propaganda had demoralized German troops, and later when he wrote Mein Kampf (My Struggle) he devoted two chapters to the study and practice of propaganda. 

When Hitler became Chancellor in 1933, the Nazi’s began a process of Gleichschaltung, which literally means ‘putting into the same gear,’ to eliminate the institutions and structures of the Weimar Republic that were not useful to the National Socialist state.  Appointed Reich Minister for Propaganda and National Enlightenment in March 1933, Joseph Goebbels began the process of Gleichshaltung of German society. He believed that there could be no dissonance between cultural expression and the political ideology of the state, all intellectual life must be put into the same gear. In September of 1933, the Reich cabinet created the Reichkulturkammer, (Reich Chamber of Culture), which was subdivided into separate chambers for music, theater, the visual arts, literature, film, radio, and the press.  The Kulturkammer (chamber of culture) included several hundred thousand professional artists and musicians and was designed to promote German culture on behalf of the German people and the Reich. 

Joseph Goebbels believed that the essence of propaganda consisted ‘in winning people over to an idea so sincerely so vitally, that in the end they succumb to it utterly and can never again escape from it.’ The Nazi’s used the 20th century media forms such as radio, film, and posters to control, direct, and coordinate the masses. The messages were simple, clear, and appealing with the themes such as the nobility of the German people, the Germans had been betrayed by the Versailles Treaty, the German military had not been defeated, and that the German people’s problems were caused by the Jews and communists. 


Much attention has been paid to the use of radio and film for propaganda purposes. Most large German cities had their own radio stations by the early 1930’s and to increase listeners, the Nazi’s heavily subsidized a cheap radio known as the VE (Volksemfänger, or people’s radio). Between 1933 and 1939 the number of private radio sets quadrupled and promoted the Third Reich’s image to foreign nations since radio waves were not so easy to block as newspapers and pamphlets. Along with radio, films such as Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens (1935) about the 1934 Nuremberg rally and Olympia (1937) about the 1936 Berlin Olympics used the heroic and military images to promote the resurrection of Germany from the chaos and death of the First World War.   


Often overlooked though were posters, which had an advantage over other forms of propaganda with its entirely static visual impression.  While a pamphlet or newspaper could be thrown out, a radio turned off, and a political rally or film not attended, a poster could not be avoided so easily. A person walking down the street would see a picture of the Adolf Hitler extolling “Ein Volk, ein Riech, ein Fuhrer” or portraits of the Storm Troopers with the caption  “Der Organisierte Wille der Nation” (The Organized Will of the Nation) Much like commercial billboards in the United States, these posters helped sell the Third Reich to the German people. 
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Posters from Anthony Rhodes, Propaganda: The Art of Persuasion: World War II (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1976)

More Reading on Tonight’s topic:
Susan Bachrach and Steven Luckert, State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2009)

David Welch, The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda (New York: Routledge, 2002)

Aritstotle A. Kallis, Nazi Propaganda and the Second World War (New York: Palgrave MacMillian, 2008)

Alan E. Steinweis, Art Ideology and Economics in Nazi Germany (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1993)
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