
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

More Than Meets the Eye:  
The Use of Exhibitions as Agents of Propaganda during the Inter-War Period 

 
Amber N. Schneider, M.A. 

 
Mentor: Kenneth C. Hafertepe, Ph.D. 

 
 

 Exhibitions can be powerful forms of persuasion because audiences tend to have 

an innate trust in them to be factual and objective.  However, this trust has often been 

manipulated by those who recognize the influence exhibitions can have on the viewers.  

Certain exhibitions that were influenced by various social and political movements 

during the inter-war period (1918-1939) were meant to serve propaganda purposes.  The 

British Empire Exhibition of 1924-1925, the French International Colonial Exposition of 

1931, the exhibitions created by the American Eugenics Movement, and the Nazi 

Degenerate Art Exhibit are all examples of propaganda exhibitions.  By examining the 

motives of the organizers, as well as exhibition posters, brochures, advertisements and 

the displays themselves, the true message of these exhibitions becomes apparent.  Not 

only were events forms of visual manipulation, they each had devastating effects that 

would last for years.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Exhibiting Ideology 
 
 

 In Lhasa City, not far from Beijing and the massive National Stadium built for the 

2008 Olympic Games, another construction project also finished that same year caused 

an international outcry.  China’s new Tibet Museum, scheduled to be completed by the 

Olympic Games in time for the influx of foreign visitors to China, led many to protest 

China’s portrayal of Tibetan history.  The controversy over China’s takeover of Tibet in 

1950 has been the source of contested debates internationally, with China defending its 

actions and other countries demanding that China extricate itself from Tibet.  The 

exhibits of the new museum contrast the history of Tibet before and after the 1950 

invasion, with grotesque photographs and punishment devices that were used on 

disobedient Tibetan serfs before the Chinese invasion.  A panel at the entrance of the 

museum states, “This exhibition displays the backwardness and the darkness of the old 

Tibet as well as the development and progress of the new Tibet.”1  The museum also tries 

to show that Tibet has been subject to Chinese rule as far back as the 1270s, in an effort 

to legitimize territorial and political claims.2  The Dalai Lama is also targeted, and 

although he “was 15 years old when the Chinese invaded in 1950 …the exhibit blames 

him for the ills of pre-Communist Tibet.”3  According to one source, as a woman led a 

young boy through the museum she turned to him and exclaimed, “See how evil the Dalai 

                                                            
1 Barbara Demick, “This Tibet exhibit toes the party line,” Los Angeles Times, July 8, 2008.   

 
2 Jim Yardley, “New Museum Offers the Official Line on Tibet,” New York Times, April 17, 2008. 

 
3 Demick, Los Angeles Times, July 8, 2008. 
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Lama is!”4  Another visitor, when questioned whether or not he believed the story that the 

exhibits were telling stated, “Of course it’s true…it is history.”5  Although China has an 

official stance on the history of Tibet, and any dissenters from this position potentially 

face persecution, they still chose to create a museum to legitimize Chinese claims.  

Perhaps the creators of the museum and its exhibits recognized the innate trust people 

seem to have in museums to tell truth, to present history objectively rather than 

subjectively.  Although the museum could easily be called Chinese pro-communist 

propaganda, it certainly would not be the first time that the trust between museums and 

their audiences has been manipulated.   

Museum exhibitions are powerful sources of persuasion.  In his book Museum 

Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition, Timothy W. Luke claims that museum 

exhibitions “possess power to shape collective values and social understandings in a 

decisively important fashion.”6  Furthermore, Luke argues that, “Museum displays may 

quickly change, but their cultural effects can linger indefinitely.”7  The Politics of 

Display: Museum, Science, Culture “explores the political nature, uses and consequences 

of representations of science and technology for the public in exhibitions.”8  Although 

both books present interesting arguments, they are limited because they explore more 

controversial exhibitions, exhibits that were criticized and protested while still on display.  

                                                            
4 Demick, Los Angeles Times, July 8, 2008. 

 
5 Ibid. 

 
6 TimothyW. Luke, Museum Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2002), xiii. 
 

7 Ibid., xiv. 
 

8 Sharon Macdonald, ed., The Politics of Display: Museum, Science, Culture (New York: 
Routledge, 1998), 1. 
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However, if the influence of exhibitions over viewers to shape social thought is 

recognized, is it possible that this power has been used in a manipulative fashion without 

the viewers being aware?  By reexamining certain exhibitions it becomes clear that some 

exhibits have been used as agents of propaganda to sway public opinion.  This becomes 

evident by looking at displays created by different social and political movements during 

the period between World War I and World War II (1918-1939).   

Propaganda exhibits are different from controversial exhibits because these 

exhibits were not protested and their negative effects were not realized by many until 

years later.9  Propaganda is essentially presenting information in such a way that it 

influences the opinions and behaviors of others.  The use of propaganda exhibits was not 

limited to any country, or any political or social movement.  By examining official 

exhibition posters, advertisements, brochures, speeches, as well as the displays 

themselves, the propaganda aims of these exhibits becomes apparent.  After World War I 

both Britain and France were struggling financially and a renewed interest in colonialism 

emerged in hopes that the colonies could bring about economical stability.  However, the 

populations of both countries were not convinced of the need for colonies and believed 

that the money and resources spent on them should be kept in Britain and France.  In 

order to persuade the masses of the usefulness of the colonies both the British and French 

governments began heavy pro-colonial propaganda efforts that culminated in the British 

Empire Exhibition of 1924-1925 and the French Exposition Colonial International of 

1931.  The British exhibition stressed the economic resources of the colonies and 

                                                            
9 For more on the topic of controversial exhibits, see Maureen McConnell, “A Controversy 

Timeline,” Journal of Museum Education,  23 (1998): 4-6.; TimothyW. Luke, Museum Politics: Power 
Plays at the Exhibition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002) ; and Sharon Macdonald, ed., 
The Politics of Display: Museum, Science, Culture (New York: Routledge, 1998). 
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presented the benefits of colonial rule for the indigenous populations of the colonies.10 

Likewise, the French exhibition stressed the “civilizing mission” of colonization, and 

presented the colonial natives as having existed in a primitive state of evolution until the 

French brought civilization to them.11  However, both exhibits did not present the reality 

of the colonies and portrayed the colonial natives in an unflattering manner, in order to 

justify colonization to the British and French populations.  The crude portrayal of the 

indigenous populations of the colonies contributed to racists views that would linger for 

years.  

Conversely, the United States adopted an isolationist stance after World War I.  

Sick of European conflicts, the country instead chose to focus on its own issues and how 

to improve American life.  A group that gained popularity during this time was the 

American Eugenics Movement.  Eugenics was the pseudo-science that claimed that a 

person’s heredity determined their intellectual, moral, and social potential.  Eugenicists 

believed that those with “bad heredity” could be bred out of society through the 

compulsory sterilization of those deemed unfit.  They also believed that immigrants were 

responsible for most of the people who were considered inferior, and proposed stronger 

immigration restrictions.  In order to make these ideas sit well with the masses, as well as 

convince politicians to pass laws that fit with their goals, eugenicists created large 

exhibitions that were on display at the American Museum of Natural History.  They also 

organized traveling exhibits that were seen at state and local fairs in many states, and 

                                                            
10 Robert Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress Expositions (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1993), 64. 
 

11 Robert Aldrich, Greater France: A History of French Overseas Expansion (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1996), 261. 
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invited the Nazis to display their own eugenics exhibit in cities along the West Coast.  

These exhibits would lead to the passage of an immigration law that would remain in 

effect until the 1960s, and also caused the forced sterilization of thousands of people.12 

However, perhaps no other government utilized propaganda more than Germany’s 

Nazi regime.  Hitler not only wanted to control the actions of the German people, but also 

their thoughts and beliefs.  Books, movies and posters were all forms of propaganda that 

were employed to try and control the masses.  Books such as Hitler’s Mien Kampf  and 

movies like Triumph of the Will are still widely known; however another less studied but 

equally important form of thought-control  Hitler utilized was art exhibitions.  Hitler 

detested all modern art movements, which he saw as immoral with the potential to 

corrupt the German people.  After confiscating modern art works from museums, Hitler 

and the Nazis organized the pieces into an exhibition titled “Degenerate Art.”  Works 

from movements such as Dada and Expressionism were displayed in a haphazard-way 

with derogatory labels and slogans painted on the walls.  The purpose of the exhibit was 

to incite anger in the German people because these artworks were from public museums 

and had been bought with public funds.  The Nazis’ stance against modern art marked the 

first time in Western history that an official attitude toward art had been required of a 

nation’s citizens.13  After the exhibition, many of the artworks were destroyed publically.   

These exhibits were radically different in conception and form; however, there are 

important similarities between them.  Each of these exhibitions was the byproduct of the 

                                                            
12 Robert Rydell, Christina Cogdell and Mark Largent, “The Nazi Eugenics Exhibit in the United 

States, 1934-43,” in Popular Efficiency: National Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930s, ed. 
Susan Currell and Christina Cogdell (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 2006), 376. 

 
13 Henry Grosshans, Hitler and the Artists (New York: Holmes and Meier Publishers Inc, 1983), 8. 
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aftermath of World War I and each of the movements that created them were on a steady 

decline after World War II.  Also, each of these exhibits was used for propaganda 

purposes to influence the audience into accepting the ideological beliefs of those that 

created them.  These exhibits had a more powerful and long-reaching impact than 

previously realized and occasionally led to dire consequences.  By examining the 

colonial, eugenics, and degenerate art exhibitions it becomes apparent that they were not 

just mere displays meant to simply entertain or educate; they were created to be visual 

manipulation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Exhibiting the Savage 

 

 

 Great Britain and France may have been on the winning side of the Great War, 

but the impact of that event left both nations badly shaken, desperate to foster a sense of 

security, and eager to return to their former glory.  Each nation was left to figure out how 

to carry on after the traumatic events of the war, especially since both were left 

financially devastated.  Remarkably, some European nations chose not to turn inward to 

heal their wounds, but instead turned their attention outward toward their colonies.  

Britain and France both had a long history of colonizing other people, but by the late 

nineteenth century each nation had to start defending their actions to other countries and 

to their own people.  The populations of England and France were not entirely convinced 

of the need for colonies, and felt that the money and resources spent on them should be 

spent in their own countries.  In order to make the colonies more appealing, each nation 

began mass propaganda efforts, including the use of colonial exhibitions.  Most of the 

funding and planning for these exhibitions was done by pro-imperial interest groups, and 

not directly by each nation‟s government; however these groups happened to have high-

ranking members of society and the government as members.  These people had the 

money, means, and status to support and finance their ideals and interests.   

Starting in the 1880s colonial exhibitions were employed to demonstrate to the 

public that colonizing was beneficial because it provided economic resources and brought 

civilization to primitive cultures.  A colonial exhibition, regardless of when or where it 

was held, had one basic goal: to increase trade and garner public support for the colonies. 
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These popular exhibitions had large attendance figures and brought the exotic flavor of 

distant lands to the European public.  Although very popular, the colonial exhibitions 

often presented a skewed version of reality.  In order to make the British and French 

people believe that the indigenous populations of the colonies were in need of civilization 

they had to first prove it by showing them.  Native representatives of the colonies were 

brought to Europe to live and work in the exhibitions, while the exhibition visitors 

watched.  In essence, the natives were living exhibits on display.  The visitors were 

supposed to compare their “advanced” culture with that which was deemed “primitive.” 

Any strife that was actually occurring in the colonies was omitted or ignored.  From the 

1880s right up until the start of World War I colonial exhibitions were popular 

attractions.
1
  

 Before the outbreak of the war, both British and French pro-colonial groups had 

begun plans to hold large-scale colonial exhibitions that were to be grander and more 

striking than previous events.  These plans were put on hold for the duration of the war, 

but were quickly revived once the war ended.  Interestingly, both of these exhibitions 

received large governmental support and funding whereas previous ones did not.  This 

marked the transition of colonial exhibits from mainly upper-class preoccupation, to 

government supported events, raising several questions:  Why did both the British and 

French governments choose to support these exhibitions?  What were they hoping to 

accomplish? What methods did they employ to try and prove their points?  Were they 

successful in achieving their goals?  This chapter will assess, compare and contrast the 

                                                 
1
 Peter H. Hoffenberg, An Empire on Display: English, Indian, and Australian Exhibitions from 

the Crystal Palace to the Great War (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), 1-2. 
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“British Empire Exhibition” of 1924-1925 held at Wembley, and the French “Exposition 

Colonial International” of 1931 held at Vincennes. 

 Before assessing the “British Empire Exhibition” at Wembley it is important to 

note that exhibitions were not a new phenomenon, especially in the United Kingdom.  

The British are often credited with starting the “exhibition mania” that swept through 

Europe during the second half of the nineteenth-century, beginning with the Great 

Exhibition of 1851.2
  Expositions were especially popular and well-received in Great 

Britain and several were held between the Great Exhibition and the beginning of World 

War I in 1914; however, the themes of those exhibitions began to change by the 1880‟s.  

While earlier exhibitions, such as the Great Exhibition of 1851 and the South Kensington 

Exhibition of 1862, did have sections devoted to displaying Britian‟s colonial holdings, 

the main focus of these exhibitions was to show the industrial progress of Britian, and 

how the extraction of raw materials from the colonies were manufactured in Britian.3
  By 

the 1880s exhibitions began to “have a predominantly imperial flavour.”4 The reason for 

the shift in focus was due to the aftermath of the “scramble for Africa” in the 1870s, 

which left Britain suspicious of the ambitions of other European countries and worried 

for the strength of its own empire.
5
  Much of Britain‟s wealth had been built upon her 

colonial holdings, and the thought of losing any of them greatly worried many politicians 

and those who put great value on imperialism.  

                                                 
2
 Hoffenberg, xiii.  

 
3
 John M MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion, 

1880-1960 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), 97. 

 
4
 Ibid. 

 
5
 Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions Universelles, Great Exhibitions and 

World’s Fairs, 1851-1939 (New York: St Martin‟s Press, 1988), 58. 
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In order to make the British public see the value of having colonies, national 

imperial associations made up mostly of elites, such as the British Empire League and the 

Imperial Federation League, along with government officials with pro-imperialist 

outlooks, like Joseph Chamberlain and the Unionist Party, tried to sway popular opinion.
6
  

Imperialism also became a popular topic in literature, such as Rudyard Kipling‟s poem 

“The White Man‟s Burden,” which frankly stated that it is the responsibility of the white 

races to bring civilization to savage societies.  By the late nineteenth-century imperialism 

could no longer be taken for granted, it now had to be justified and made appealing to the 

public.  It was thought by these groups that “if the population at home could be swayed 

into believing Africa was theirs, the problem of sending troops and resources to defend it 

would be considerably reduced.”7  While there were other forms of imperial propaganda 

during the late nineteenth-and early twentieth-centuries, the grandest examples were the 

imperial exhibitions, due to their sheer size and the numbers that they reached.  These 

exhibitions tried to show the economic usefulness of the colonies and “became a 

propaganda ground for imperial justification, attempting to reinforce the unity of Empire 

and to imbue the British public with an imperial pride.” 
8
 

 The first British exhibition to really focus on the colonies was the Colonial and 

Indian Exhibition in 1886, which was planned by a Royal Commission in 1884 and 

received government funding.9
  Later exhibitions did not receive as much, if any, 

                                                 
6
 Greenhalgh, 56; Thomas G. August, The Selling of the Empire: British and French Imperialist 

Propaganda, 1890-1940 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 2. 

 
7
 Greenhalgh, 53. 

 
8
 Ibid., 59. 

 
9
 MacKenzie, 101-102. 
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government support and were mostly planned by imperial associations, like the British 

Empire League.  However, these associations often had high-ranking members, including 

some in the House of Lords.10
  There were several colonial exhibitions from 1886 

onward, including some even held in British dominion territories like Australia, and the 

last one held before the outbreak of World War I was the Festival of Empire in 1911.  

These exhibitions presented the “empire to the public in the form of museum-like 

displays, constructed environments and popular entertainment.”11  Although exact 

attendance figures are not available for many of these, the Colonial and Indian Exhibition 

had 5.5 million visitors and an exhibition in Glasgow in 1888 had 5.7 million visitors.12 

Regardless of where or when they were held, the colonial exhibitions from the 1880s to 

the last one held before the war in 1911 all had the same goal: to show the public that the 

colonies were worth the money and resources spent on them and that they provided the 

economic foundation for Britain‟s wealth.  

 The idea for a truly comprehensive, large-scale colonial exhibition had been first 

suggested by the British Empire Club in 1902, but the idea never went past the planning 

stages because of the Liberal Party victory in 1906.
13

  The Liberal Party was not as fond 

of sending money and resources to the colonies as the Conservative or Unionist parties 

were, so they were not about to help support an entire exhibition based on those 

principles.  The idea was revived again in 1913, and the northwest suburb of London, 

Wembley, was chosen as the site with the hope of making that section of London grow 

                                                 
10

 Greenhalgh, 56. 

 
11

 Ibid., 58. 

 
12

 MacKenzie, 101. 

 
13

 Ibid., 107. 
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and progress, but the start of World War I put those plans on hold.
14

  In 1919 the British 

Empire Club held a luncheon “attended by Premiers and Commissioners from around the 

Empire” and once again proposed the idea of a large colonial exhibition that would 

present the entire empire to the British public.
15

  This time they were more successful 

because they had the backing of the Prince of Wales, later Edward the VIII, and the 

Prime Minister David Lloyd George.  The Board of Trade took on responsibility for the 

exhibition and sought government support and “in 1920 an Act of Parliament empowered 

the government to become joint guarantor, and of the 2.2 million pounds subscribed the 

government contributed half.”
16

  Although the rest of the funds would come from private 

capital, this was still the largest amount that the government had ever paid for an 

exhibition.  The Labour Party denounced it “as aid for purely business propaganda,” but 

they were overruled by those in Parliament who thought that the venture would provide 

work for unemployed ex-servicemen.
17

  Even though a member of the Labour Party, 

James Ramsay MacDonald, became Prime Minister in 1924 the exhibition went on as 

planned.  MacDonald acutally supported the exhibition and believed it could be benefical 

to the country.  In a luncheon hosted by British Empire Exhibition committee members 

for American press correspondents, MacDonald described the goal of the exhibition as 

“to assist us in recuperating from the wastages of war, the effects of which still lie 

heavily upon our industries.”
18

 

                                                 
14

 MacKenzie, 108. 

 
15

 Ibid.  

 
16

 Ibid. 

 
17

 August, 128. 

 
18

 “A World‟s Parliament: The Prime Minister on the Empire Exhibition,” Times, April 8, 1924. 
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 The mission of the “British Empire Exhibition” at Wembley (hereafter referred to 

as Wembley) was to make the British public, financially hurting and weary of 

government due to the war, see that “colonies, rich in resources and dependent on 

finished goods, held the key to economic progress at home.”
19

  This was to prove to the 

public that the colonies were worth the money and resources spent on them because they 

would help pull Britain out of its financial slump.  It was the job of those in charge of the 

exhibition to make sure that this point was clearly made.  Wembley was a huge 

undertaking, covering approximately 220 acres and the buildings alone costing 12 million 

pounds.
20

  It ran for two seasons, from April 23, 1924 to November 1, 1924, and again 

from May 9, 1925 to October 31, 1925.  The exhibition was laid out into five main areas: 

a government building, a metropolitan exposition, an imperial section, a large stadium, 

and an amusement park.
21

  Rudyard Kipling, who some viewed as „the poet of the 

empire,‟ was responsible for naming the bridges and gateways of the fairgrounds and 

gave them titles such as “The Fairway of Five Nations”, “Union Approach” and 

“Imperial Way.”
22

  The government building included exhibits from the military who 

displayed past triumphs in the dominions and colonies, and the Department of Overseas 

Settlement office, which promoted emigration to the colonies because some members of 

Parliament felt that was the solution to England‟s high rate of unemployment and urban 

                                                 
19

 Robert Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress Expositions (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1993), 64. 

 
20

 MacKenzie, 108. 

 
21

 August, 131. 

 
22

 Ibid. 
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overcrowding.
23

  The metropolitan expositions were housed in the massive Palace of 

Industry and Palace of Engineering buildings, which were built out of concrete “to 

demonstrate permanence of empire.”
24

  They contained exhibits that demonstrated British 

achievement in machinery, manufacturing and art.
25

      

 However, the main attraction at Wembley was the imperial section.  The nations 

that erected their own pavilions and exhibits included: Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 

Malaya, India, Burma, Newfoundland, South Africa, West Africa, East Africa, Palestine 

and Cyprus, Fiji, West Indies, Hong Kong, Ceylon and Sarawak.
26

  The West Africa 

building contained the Nigerian, Gold Coast and Sierra Leone exhibits, and the East 

Africa building housed the displays of Kenya, Nyasaland, the Seychelles, Somaliland, 

Sudan, Tanganyika, Uganda, and Zanzibar.  The West Indies building included the 

Bahamas, Barbados, Trinidad, Jamaica, British Guina, Honduras, and the Falklands. 

What is really striking about the Wembley exhibition, however, is not what countries 

were displayed, but how they were displayed.  There was a huge difference between how 

the dominions, such as Australia and New Zealand, represented themselves and how the 

dependant colonies were represented.  Actual representatives from the dominions were in 

charge of how they were perceived, and “presented themselves at Wembley exactly as 

they were: essentially independent countries in charge of their own vibrant economies.”
27

  

Exhibition Commissioners for dependent colonies, such as the African nations, were 

                                                 
23

 August, 132. 

 
24

 Rydell, 64. 

 
25

 August, 132. 

 
26

 Greenhalgh, 57. 

 
27

 August, 134. 

 



15 

British.
28

  Therefore nations like Nigeria and Sierra Leone were not represented how the 

indigenous populations saw themselves, but how the British viewed them.  The exhibition 

organizers were not concerned with presenting reality, but the illusion of what they 

wanted the public to believe, and disregarded the feelings of the indigenous populations.  

 The use of architecture also furthered the divide between the British and 

predominately Anglo-Saxon dominions from the dependant colonies.  Wembley carried 

on a tradition that began in the late nineteenth century, where colonial pavilions at 

exhibitions were built using a hybrid style of native architecture.  It was felt that this 

added to the exotic flavor of the colony and the exhibition.  A grand example from 

Wembley included the West African exhibition, which featured “a walled village copied 

after the northern Nigerian city of Kano” and had “dried brick huts with workshops” 

housing native workers.
29

  Other examples include the East Africa building which was 

built with Arab influences, and Burma, which built a traditional village.
30

  Conversely, 

the British built the massive Palace of Engineering and Palace of Industry to represent 

themselves, which were not only the largest buildings at Wembley, but also among the 

largest concrete structures in the world.  The dominion pavilions were austere structures 

that reflected neo-classical forms.  While the British and dominion buildings were built to 

be grand and to showcase sophisticated architecture, the colonial buildings were meant to 

be exotic and display primitive styles to invoke “images of traditional societies…before 

colonialism”(Fig.1,2).
31

  It is even more interesting considering that the people in charge 

                                                 
28

 MacKenzie, 109. 

 
29

 August, 134-135. 

 
30

 Ibid., 135. 

 
31

 Ibid., 134. 
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of planning the colonial displays were British.  By examining the architecture of the 

pavilions, the opinion the British had of themselves and of the colonial natives, or the 

view that they wanted the public to believe, becomes apparent.  

 

 
 

 Figure 1. East African Pavilion. Source: Donald R. Knight and Alan D. Sabey, The Lion 

Roars at Wembley (London: Barnard & Westwood Limited, 1984), 34. 

  

    

 
 

Figure 2. New Zealand Pavilion. Source: Donald R. Knight and Alan D. Sabey, The Lion 

Roars at Wembley (London: Barnard & Westwood Limited, 1984), 45. 
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 The purpose of the Wembley Exhibition was to show the British public that the 

colonies were important to the economic survival of Britain.  The colonies would not 

only provide raw materials, but also markets for manufactured goods produced in Britain. 

The image, as evident even from publicity posters, was that Britain, the dominions and 

the colonies, all work together for the good of the empire (Fig.3).  The official exhibition 

guide reiterated the point and described the mission of Wembley as: 

To find, in the development and utilization of the raw materials of the Empire, 

new sources of Imperial wealth. To foster inter-Imperial trade and open fresh 

world markets for Dominion and home products. To make the different races of 

the British Empire better known to each other, and to demonstrate to the people of 

Britain the almost illimitable possibilities of the Dominions, Colonies, and 

Dependencies overseas.
32

    

 

To make the public comfortable with this idea, the colonial exhibits tended to show the 

indigenous populations as more primitive and benefiting from British rule.  The  

 “civilizing mission” was the main theme and “the visitor was to leave each pavilion 

assured that Britain had preserved the cultural life of Africa and Asia and transformed 

their economic existence.”
33

  For example, the Sudan exhibit, housed in the East African 

Pavilion, emphasized the growing cotton industry and the construction of new dams and 

railways.  Another example would be the Gold Coast exhibit, which did have natives 

working and selling their crafts, such as weavers and potters, but highlighted the cocoa 

industry (Fig.4).  In fact, the Cadbury Company had a stand in the exhibit selling visitors 

cups of cocoa.
34

  The Times described the West Indies building as being “a glorified  
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Figure 3. Official Exhibition posters of the British Empire Exhibition. Source: “Rare 

1924 British Empire Exhibition Posters,” http://majorlycool.com/item/rare-1924-british-

empire-exhibition-posters (accessed on October 23, 200 
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Figure 4. An Ashanti weaver in the Gold Coast Pavilion. Source: Jonathan Woodham, 

“Images of Africa and Design at the British Empire Exhibitions between the Wars,” 

Journal of Design History 2 (1989):17.  

 

 

mixture of a museum and a spice market,” however they were being complimentary.
35

  

The colonial exhibits were less about the actual countries and more about the raw 

materials that each colony provided for the empire.  Official advertisements for the 

colonial buildings reinforced this idea (Fig. 5, 6).  
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Figure 5. Advertisment for Nigeria exhibit. Source: Times May 23, 1925. 
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Figure 6. Advertisement for Gold Coast exhibit. Source: Times July 29, 1924. 

 

 

 It is important to recognize that the Wembley exhibition did not try to directly 

espouse racist views, but these ideas did come across more subtly.  The representatives of 

indigenous populations were not just there to work and show off their crafts, but more 

importantly to be on display.  The official exhibition guide described them simply as 

“Races in Residence”: 

Every section of the empire is represented at Wembley. Many of the colonies 

have representatives of their local inhabitants at work in local conditions. The 

following list gives the name of the races and the approximate numbers actually 

living in the exhibition: Malays 20, Burmans 30, Hong Kong Chinese 160, West 

Africans 60, and Palestinians 3. In addition there are Indians, Singhalese, West 

Indians, and natives of British Guiana, who live outside the exhibition, but attend 

their respective pavilions daily.
36
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By describing the native representatives as “Races,” it established the idea that these 

people were inherently different from the typical Englishman.  Exhibition publications 

for the different colonial exhibits tended to stress these differences by emphasizing the 

exoticism of the colonies, such as Malaya Pavilion (Fig.7).  

 

 

Figure 7. Cover of the Malaya Pavalion brochure. Source: “Illustrated guide to British 

Malaya,” Monash University Library, http://www.lib.monash.edu.au/exhibitions/recent-

acquisitions4/virtual/photos/photo3.html  (accessed on October 23, 2008). 

 

 

One such display was the Fiji exhibit, which compared Fiji‟s past savagery with its 

current colonial progress.
37

  The guide for the Fiji Pavilion stated very little about the 

actual natives and mainly described the crafts and resources of the colony.  What was 
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mentioned though made references to Fiji‟s cannibalistic past stating, “Boys will not care 

to miss the cannibal forks in this section.  Cannibalism has long gone out of fashion in 

Fiji, but the forks may still be found. The four-pronged wooden forks made in piece were 

expressly used for eating human flesh.”
38

  It is interesting that the brief mention of Fijian 

culture made reference to cannibalism.  Although it is a fascinating part of Fijian history, 

the fact that it was the only real reference to Fijian culture shows the British were trying 

to show the public that it was the British who helped to civilize the savage Fijians.  

 One of the most blatantly racist exhibits was actually housed in a dominion 

pavilion.  The South Africa building, a typical Dutch colonial style structure, was similar 

to the other pavilions in that it had displays that showcased resources, including an 

exhibit about the De Beers diamond mines, but it also had an ethnographical exhibit 

about the native populations.  The “Native Exhibit” was “comprised of about a dozen 

display cases which contained ethnographical items from tribes,” as well as several large-

scale photographs, and many of the items were donated from leading South African 

museums 
39

 (Fig.8).  The exhibit, largely put together by the native commissioner and 

magistrate of South Africa, Major C.L.R. Harries,  was described as being for “all who 

are interested in African Ethnology.”
40

  The exhibit was racist because it presented the 

natives as if they were specimens, especially since they were presented next to the 

progressiveness of South Africa‟s British settlements. 
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Figure 8. Ethnographic Displays from the South African Pavilion. Source: H.J. 

Braunholtz, “Ethnographical Exhibition in the South African Pavilion, British Empire 

Exhibition,” Man  24 (1924):129-130 

 

 Perhaps the worst representation of the indigenous populations of the British 

colonies did not even involve real natives.  The Pageant of Empire was one of the shows 

that was held in the newly built Wembley Stadium and the purpose of the show 

according to the chief sponsor the Prince of Wales, was “that all of us in the Mother 

Country, especially the younger generation, may come to a fuller knowledge of our 

Imperial inheritance and its wonderful development under our flag.”
41

  However, neither 

the Colonial Office nor the Prince of Wales meant to have actual colonial natives 

participate in the festivities, among the many reasons was the fear “of an increase of half-
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breed births.”
42

  In fact, “the exhibition relied upon thousands of British performers to 

play the part of colonials.”
43

  The show was the one event that truly celebrated the 

colonies, not just exploited them for their resources, and colonial natives were not even 

invited to participate because some felt that they might pollute the Anglo-Saxon 

population.  This kept with the theme of depersonalizing the indigenous populations.  It 

was fine to have native representatives on display living and working in mud huts, but the 

organizers did not want them freely moving about the public.  This was a blantantly racist 

action because the organizers were in essence segregating the natives and shows how 

they viewed the natives as inferior.  Conversely, it could also be seen as a strategic move 

by the exhibition‟s organizers because having the natives intermingle with the visitors 

could possibly ruin the effect of presenting the natives as helpless beings who needed the 

guidance of the British. 

 By the time that Wembley finally closed in the autumn of 1925 approximately 27 

million people had visited the exhibition, 17 million the first season and 10 million 

during the second season.  Included in that figure are the 2 million school children who 

went on field trips to Wembley, sponsored by the government through the Board of 

Education.  The Times was hopeful that the youth of Britain would “grow up with some 

better comprehension of what the Empire means.”
44

  Behind the grand attempt at 

portraying Britain, her dominions, and her colonies as one happy family working 

together, the underlying point of the exhibition becomes clear.  The purpose of Wembley 
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was to sway the public into believing that the colonies were needed for the economic 

survival of the nation, and to make the public comfortable with exploiting the indigenous 

populations under the guise of helping them become civilized.  Britain built itself grand 

concrete palaces, but built the colonies primitive-style huts.  Britain displayed its progress 

in engineering and industry; however it put native representatives on display 

demonstrating native arts and crafts.  It is hard to say whether or not Wembley was 

successful because opinions varied. Immediatley after the exhibition, hopes were high.  

The Times praised the exhibition efforts, stating that the exhibition was “a demonstration 

of the immensity, the variety and the unity of the Empire.
45

  At a dinner party given to 

honor all exhibition commissioners and staff, Lord Stevenson, one of the main 

commissioners, gave a speech claiming that “Wembley had done more in two years to 

bring home to the people what the Empire stood for than had been done in the previous 

twenty-five years.”
46

  However, despite the large attendance record the Wembley 

exhibition ended up with a 2 million pound deficit.  The event that the British 

government had hoped would boost the economy ended up causing further financial 

problems.   

 The British were not the only ones who saw the potential of colonial exhibitions 

for convincing the public that the colonies were a vital and needed part of the economy; 

the French also saw their usefulness.  Similar to the British, the French also had a long 

history of participating in exhibitions and were even the first to display imperial gains at 

an exhibition.  The National Exhibition in 1839 at the Champs Elysees had an exhibit that 
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displayed produce from the Antilles.
47

  Other exhibits, such as the 1849 National 

Exposition and the 1867 Exposition Universelle also had colonial sections, but these were 

more about spoils-of-war and did not endorse imperialism in the same manner as would 

be seen at later exhibitions.
48

  The idea of an overseas empire was not as popular and 

accepted in France as it had been in Britain, however at that time this was not a concern 

of the French government.  The change in governmental attitudes about colonization was 

caused by a string of events during the last half of the nineteenth century.  In 1870, the 

French were devastated after losing the Franco-Prussian war to Germany which caused 

them to lose the region of Alsace-Lorraine.  The industrial slumps in 1882 and again in 

1890 seriously hurt the French economy.  Also, during the latter part of the 19
th

 century 

“France suffered from the lowest birth rate among the principal European states.”
49

  With 

a weakened military, a fragile economy, and a dwindling population it seemed as if 

France was losing its status as a great power.  By the end of the nineteenth century the 

British were in the process of maintaining, and across the Channel the French were in the 

process of regaining.  

 Considering the state France was in, it is not surprising that some thought that the 

colonies might be the solution.  By the 1890s several pro-colonial organizations and even 

a “colonial party in the Chamber of Deputies,” were formed who lobbied for developing 

the colonies as a way to bolster the French economy.
50

  During the Paris Universal 

Expositions of 1889 and 1900, colonialists were given the chance to “awaken public 
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interest in the overseas empire” and sponsored colonial sections at those events.
51

 

However, these were deemed unsuccessful at achieving the goals that the colonialists 

aspired to, and to a prominent colonialist, Joseph Chailley-Bert, who “called for a 

specifically colonial exhibition, national in scope and utilitarian in design.”
52

  The 

exhibition that followed was the 1906 Marseille exhibition.  Marseille was chosen 

because of its importance as the port through which most of the colonial goods came.  

The event was so popular that colonial supporters soon proposed an even larger 

exhibition, but this plan was interrupted because of World War I.
53

  Soon after the war 

was over, French pro-colonial organizations, like their British counterparts, quickly 

turned their attentions to hosting another exhibition.  This resulted in the national 

Colonial Exhibition in Marseille 1922, which was bigger and even more popular than the 

1906 exhibition.
54

  Due to the success of this exhibition, and the apparent success of 

Wembley, it was decided that an even larger exhibition needed to be organized, one that 

would really prove to the French people once and for all that the colonies were vital to 

their country.  

 The French had several goals for the massive colonial exhibition.  Similar to the 

British, they wanted to promote investment and trade in the colonies, especially since 

France was starting to feel the effects of the economic depression.  They were also 

hoping to overcome the indifference of the French public, who seemed to care little for 
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the overseas territories.
55

  However, unlike the British, the French had more resistance to 

combat.  By the 1930s ideas about imperialism were beginning to change and the French 

government was facing criticism, both at home and abroad, for their actions in the 

colonies.  It was hoped that the exhibition “would prove to the nation and the world that 

France was neither the exploiter of colonial societies as publicized by the French 

Communist party…nor the agent of miscegenation and decadence as projected by 

Germany.”
56

  Placed in charge of the exhibition by the government was Louis Herbert 

Lyautey.  He was selected because he had already organized several colonial fairs in 

Morocco, which had promoted his “technocratic vision of a modern colony.”
57

  Lyautey 

was a man with a vision similar to that of the French government‟s, which was to make 

the colonies seem enticing and full of economic resources.  

 The government put its full support behind the endeavor and spent nearly 318 

million francs on the exhibits and accommodations, much more than the British 

Parliament had spent on Wembley.
58

  The “Exposition Coloniale Internationale” 

(International Colonial Exposition) lasted from May 6 through November 15, 1931 and 

covered over 200 acres in the Vincennes Park on the eastern edge of Paris.  The official 

slogan for the exhibition was “Le Tour du Monde en un Jour” (Tour of the World in One 

Day) and advertised to visitors that they would see representations, as well as people, 

from of all of France‟s overseas territories (Fig. 9).  Upon entering the exhibition visitors 
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first came to the French pavilions which included the Section Métropolitaine, the Cité des 

Informations and the Musée des Colonies.
 59

  The Section Métropolitaine “contained 

42,000 square meters of commercial exhibits that displayed goods and materials 

produced for export to the French colonies,” and the Cité des Informations contained 

information for visitors about investing in the colonies, as well as emigration.
60

 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Offical poster of the International Colonial Exhibition. Source: University of 

Florida Paris Research Center, http://www.clas.ufl.edu/PRC/events-2006.shtml (accessed 

on October 23, 2008). 
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The first colonial pavilion that visitors encountered was devoted to Madagascar, and after 

that they would continue on down the Avenue des Colonies Françaises.  Colonial 

pavilions included in the exhibition were: Somalia, Oceania, the French Indies, Pacific 

Austral Establishments (New Caldonia, New Hebrides, Wallis islands) Guyana, 

Martinique, Reunion, Guadeloupe, Indochina (Cambodia, Annam, Laos, Tonkin, 

Cochichina) French West Africa (Dahomey, Senegal, Sudan, Guinea, Mauritania, Upper 

Volta, Niger, Ivory Coast), French Equatorial Africa (Gabon, Chad, Congo Republic, 

Central African Empire), North Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia) Togo, and 

Cameroon.
61

  

 The major difference between Wembley and the French exhibition was that the 

French invited other nations to participate and display exhibits that showcased their own 

colonies.  This was not just a friendly gesture, the “organizers invited foreign nations to 

mount exhibits in order to demonstrate that expansion was a noble and necessary action 

undertaken by all civilized nations.”
62

  Not only that, but it would also give the French 

public a chance to compare their colonies with those of other countries.  The countries 

that chose to send exhibits to France were Belgium, Holland, Portugal, Italy, Denmark 

and the United States.  The only nation that refused the invitation was Britain, who 

claimed that it was still paying for the financial disaster of Wembley.
63

  Belgium, 

Holland, and Portugal had been active participants in colonial exhibitions since the end of 

the nineteenth century.  Denmark, wanting to seem a part of the imperial movement, 
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displayed Greenland.  Italy, whose colonial holdings were greatly lessened by that time, 

chose instead to focus on the imperialism of ancient Rome.
64

  The addition of the United 

States was noteworthy because “it was the first officially sanctioned U.S. exhibit at any 

European colonial exposition.”
65

  The U.S. exhibit was housed in a replica of Mount 

Vernon and held displays of overseas territories, including the Philippines, Puerto Rico, 

the Virgin Islands, as well as exhibits on Native Americans and colonial sanitation.
66

  It 

may seem odd that the U.S. chose to participate in the Vincennes exhibition, seeing how 

it was not truly a colonial power nor had ever really been a supporter of European 

imperialism.  However, organizers of the upcoming Century of Progress Exposition, set 

to take place in Chicago a few years later, felt that if the U.S. did not send an exhibit then 

France would not send an exhibit to Chicago.
67

 

 Similar to the Wembley exposition, the architecture at Vincennes also suggested 

that the colonies were primitive in comparison to the Western nations.  The pavilions 

representing France were built in a variant of the Art Deco style, while the colonial 

pavilions were constructed in monumental versions of native architecture.  The buildings 

that represented colonies that were considered assimilated into French culture 

(Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Reunion) were built in a neo-classical style.
68

  The idea 

was to showcase the exotic.  The Western African building was fashioned in a red brick 

tata, a native architectural style of Niger.  However, the one at Vincennes was built over 
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20 meters taller than any that existed in that country. 
69

  The tata was the main tower and 

the exhibit also contained a village of huts for natives.  The exhibits of Oceania and the 

Pacific Austral Establishments were housed in primitive straw huts, which were also 

much bigger than any of those actually found in those colonies.  One of the most popular 

attractions at Vincennes was the grand replica of the temple of Angkor Wat; however its 

grandeur contrasted sharply next to the native villages and markets that made up the rest 

of the Indochina section.  The idea behind making the colonial pavilions larger than they 

actually were in their native lands was to create an exotic wonderland; the visitors were 

supposed to be entranced with the primitivism of the colonies.  The organizers wanted to 

create visual differences between the exotic primitivism of the colonies and the civilized 

progress of the European nations (Fig. 10, 11).  These massive architectural 

respresenatations also served as symbols of France‟s power because it showed that the 

country was able to produce colonial structures on a grander scale than the colonial 

natives. 

 The exhibition‟s organizers not only wanted to show the economic resources of 

the colonies, but also to morally justify colonization by stressing France‟s “mission 

civilisatrice.”  This idea essentially meant that it was the responsibility of the advanced, 

Western nations to bring civilization and development to primitive peoples.  

The visitors‟ guide for the Vincennes exhibition read: 

Our protection, you must understand, delivered millions of men, women and 

children from the nightmare of slavery and death. Do not forget that before we 

came, on the African continent the stronger dominated the weaker, a woman was 
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but a beast and a child counted for little. There where we found the vestiges of an 

old civilization with outdated beliefs…how much work we have accomplished!
70

 

 

Inside the pavilions the exhibits reinforced this idea.  The grand replica of Angor Wat had 

display panels that celebrated what the French had done for Indochina and how 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Section Métropolitaine. Source: Patricia Morton, Hybrid Modernities: 

Architecture and Representation at the 1931 Colonial Exposition, Paris (Cambridge: The 

MIT Press, 2000), 21.                          

 

 

 

Figure 11. Oceania Pavilion. Source: Patricia Morton, Hybrid Modernities: Architecture 

and Representation at the 1931 Colonial Exposition, Paris (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 

2000), 27. 
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colonization had essentially saved the region from decay.
71

  The Morocco pavilion 

included a model of a French hospital which “detailed the quantitive improvement in 

health care and personnal under French rule.”
72

   

 Perhaps the most blatantly imperial propaganda displays were housed within the 

building that the French built to showcase their colonial history.  The Musée des Colonies 

(Museum of the Colonies) was intended to be a permanent colonial museum and also “the 

only pavilion to represent both France and its colonies,” glorified French colonization 

and the “mission civilisatrice.”
73

  Artwork for the building included bas-reliefs and 

frescos with titles such as “France‟s Contribution to the Colonies” and “France Offering 

the Dove of Peace to the Five Continents.”
74

  The natives in the artwork were presented 

as primitive and busy laboring with archaic forms of agriculture.  Inside the building 

were two main exhibits, the Section Rétrospective and the Section de Synthèse.  The first 

section exhibited the history of French colonization beginning with the Crusades and 

ending in the year 1900, and mainly consisted of books, sketches, maps, pictures and 

other memorabilia.
75

  Its purpose was to show the French public that France had a long 

record of colonization.  The second section was put together by the Ministry of Colonies 
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and displayed the current state colonization by showing “the work achieved by France 

overseas, and…the colonial contribution of the mother country.”
76

 

To be able to justify the need for the “mission civilasatrice” the exhibition had to 

prove that the indigenous populations were in need of such aid.  Therefore, the exhibition 

organizers were very careful with the way that the natives were portrayed.  During the 

opening speech at a conference about the colonies held at the exhibition, Lyautey 

proclaimed to the French public that “We must begin to understand that we are dealing 

with races that are not inferior, but different, left back by a civilizational deficit.”
77

  There 

were great considerations taken to make sure that the differences between the “natives” 

and the French public were apparent.  Colonial natives who lived and worked in their 

respective countries pavilions were required to wear native dress, and were not allowed to 

wear Western-style clothing while in the exhibition boundaries. 
78

  This is interesting 

considering that “European dress was common in colonial cities.”
79

  Not only that, while 

in the pavilions the natives “demonstrated archaic crafts, rather than modern production 

techniques already in practice at home” (Fig.12).
80

  

By having the representatives of the indigenous populations live in primitive-style 

structures, wear native clothing and make goods using antiquated techniques, the colonial  
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Figure 12. A weaver from Madagascar. Source: Patricia Morton, Hybrid Modernities: 

Architecture and Representation at the 1931 Colonial Exposition, Paris (Cambridge: The 

MIT Press, 2000), 92. 

 

 

natives on display appeared less civilized than the Europeans who gazed at them (Fig. 

13).  However, what the visitors saw was not the actual reality of the colonies, but the 

illusion of reality that the organizers wanted them to believe.  Also, similar to the 

Wembley exposition, exhibit brochures spoke of past savagery, such as the cannibalistic 

practices of the natives of New Caledonia. 

 However, it was not enough to show that these people were different, it also had 

to be proven, and so the use of ethnography exhibits was employed in the Musee des 

Colonies in the Section de Synthese.  One of these consisted of eight statutes that 

represented the different races of the French empire, and were “executed from data from 

the Musee d‟ethnographie and the Musee d‟Histoire Naturelle.”
81

  Also included were 
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Figure 13. Natives inside the West African pavilion. Source: Patricia Morton, Hybrid 

Modernities: Architecture and Representation at the 1931 Colonial Exposition, Paris 

(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2000), 254. 

 

 

dioramas that proclaimed how the natives of Africa and the Pacific Islands could be 

educated, but could never be fully assimilated into European culture.
82

  There was an 
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anthropology exhibit arranged by Dr. Georges Papillault, a professor from the Ecole 

d‟anthropologie, which consisted of skulls, skeletons and photographs of different racial 

types, including notes by Dr. Papillault about the evolutionary value of each type.
83

 

 Not everyone believed that the Vincennes exhibition presented the true reality of 

the colonies.  Unlike the British, the French faced open criticism from anti-colonial 

groups, such as the French Communist party, the Socialists, and even the Surrealist 

writers.  The “„International League against Imperialism and Colonial Oppression," based 

in Berlin, encouraged the French Communist party to organize a counter exhibition.”
84

 

The exhibition they put together was entitled “La Verite sur les Colonies” (The Truth 

about the Colonies) and opened in October 1931 and contained three exhibits.  The first 

showed the forced labor and abuses that had been inflicted upon the native populations, 

the second “championed the anti-colonial ideas of Marxism-Leninism and the 

emancipation of the tsarist empire‟s subject peoples since the Bolshevik Revolution” and 

the third displayed artwork from the colonies.
85

  Although the counter exposition only 

had an attendance of about 5,000, much smaller than the Vincennes exhibition, it still 

proved to be bothersome to the French government.  It was monitored by the police and 

governmental intelligence units because of the connection to the Communist movement, 

and because of the possible embarrassment to the French because other nations were 

participating in the Vincennes exhibition.
86
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 When the exhibition finally closed in October 1931, the organizers were 

optimistic, with good reason.  Unlike Wembley, which was a financial disaster, the 

French exhibition managed to make a profit of approximately 33 million francs.
87

  Not 

only that, the exhibition had an attendance of over 33 million visitors, nearly 6 million 

more than Wembley, which had been open for an additional six months.
88

  The effects 

were felt immediately.  Many French youths signed up to serve in the colonial service, 

and the colonies became popular topics in both literature and film.
89

  Another outcome, 

although unexpected, was the emergence of several Vietnamese and North African 

restaurants in Paris.
90

  Allegedly the exhibition visitors had developed a taste for foreign 

cuisine.  However, the purpose of the exhibition was to convince the visitors that 

colonization was necessary under the guise that it benefitted the indigeounous 

populations.  This was the reason why the colonial representatives were dressed in native 

clothing, were shown practicing native crafts, and lived in crude native shelters, to make 

them seem less civilized than the European visitors.  Despite the elaborate efforts by the 

organizers, after the exhibition closed the enthusiasm for the colonies waned, thus failing 

the mission of the exhibition. 

 The exhibitions at both Wembley and Vincennes were grand attempts to sway 

public opinion in favor of colonialism.  Although the French exhibition did manage to 

make a profit, both exhibitions failed to achieve their main goal of fostering a sense of 

lasting imperial pride in the visitors.  Interests in colonial affairs were popular during the 
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run of the exhibitions, but quickly diminished once they were over.  It could be said that 

both Britain and France were fighting a losing battle because their places as colonial 

powers were already on the decline, and after World War II both nations began a long 

and tumultuous process of decolonization.
91

  However, the effects of the exhibitions 

outlasted both empires.  Modern historians often credit the crude portrayal of the 

indigeounous populations at exhibitions as a contributing factor to racism in the twentieth 

century.
92

  This theory makes sense because many Europeans first encountered colonial 

natives at the exhibitions.  The unflattering depiction made the natives seem inferior and 

less civilized.  As exhibitions, both the Wembley and Vincennes events were grand, 

exciting, and entertaining; however, they were also deceitful, manipulative and caused 

lasting damaging effects.  Both the British Empire Exhibition and the French Exposition 

Coloniale Internationale are examples of how visual displays were used as propaganda, 

and although they failed to achieve the desired results, they both created lingering effects 

that would be felt for decades.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Exhibiting the Unfit 

 

       

 European nations were not the only ones that were transformed by the events of 

the First World War; the United States was also greatly changed.  Due to the fact that 

America did not enter the war until its final stages, the country was not left as badly 

scarred as the European nations that had participated from the beginning.  The American 

economy had prospered during the conflict because the United States sold supplies and 

ammunition to Europe, so while nations like France were nearly financially ruined after 

the war the American economy remained more stable.  Also, the United States did not 

have the tremendous task of trying to rebuild cities and infrastructures that had been 

destroyed from bombing.  So while many European countries were struggling to regain 

their titles as world powers, the United States emerged from World War I in a stronger 

position economically.  After the Great War, both Great Britain and France turned their 

attention outward toward their colonies, believing those to be the answer to their 

problems.  In contrast, the United States did exactly the opposite – it turned inward.
1
 

 America in the early twentieth century was a nation of reform.  The Progressive 

Era, marked by political, social and moral reforms, changed the way people thought 

about many aspects of life.
2
  A majority of Americans were tired of Europe and its 

problems, and thought their time, money, and energy would be better spent focusing on 

their own nation.  From Prohibition and Women‟s Suffrage, to Unionization and Child 
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Labor Laws, it was believed any societal ill could be cured.  Although progressive 

thinking had led to many positive outcomes, one negative effect was the American 

Eugenics Movement.  For eugenicists, they did not just want to improve the quality of 

life in America; they wanted to improve the quality of human beings.  Eugenics, the 

belief that a person‟s heredity determined their intellectual, moral, and social potential, 

was popular in the United States in the years between the two World Wars.  Many 

eugenicists believed that if they eliminated individuals who were determined to have a 

bad heredity, then they could also eliminate many problems that affected society.  This 

idea may seem harsh or even cruel by today‟s standards, but the eugenics movement 

received backing from prominent individuals, positive media attention and was endorsed 

by political figures.  Leading eugenicists knew almost from the start of the movement 

that in order to achieve their goals they would have to win over the masses.  Eugenics 

propaganda circulated throughout the country in many forms, including pamphlets, 

lectures and books, but one method may have had the most impact – eugenics exhibits.
3
  

These exhibits were displayed in prominent museums, such as the American Museum of 

Natural History, and also traveled through rural areas in the form of traveling exhibits.  

Surprisingly, a eugenics exhibit from Nazi Germany traveled along the West Coast to 

much acclaim.  So, why exactly were these exhibits an effective form of communication?  

What were the goals of the organizers?  What outcomes came as a direct result of the 

exhibits?  This chapter will examine the exhibitions of both the Second and Third 

International Eugenics Congress, traveling eugenics exhibits held in conjunction with the 

“Fitter Families Contests,” and the Nazi sponsored exhibit “Eugenics in New Germany.” 
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 The eugenics movement actually began in Great Britain in the late nineteenth 

century.  Francis Galton, a British scientist, had noticed that a large majority of British 

nobles were related to one another and came to the conclusion that “the superior heredity 

of the British ruling class preordained its leadership positions,” and based on that theory 

“he proposed a program of selective breeding,”.
4
  After a few more years of research, 

Galton coined the term “eugenics” in the 1880s, and by the end of the 1890s eugenics 

ideas were gaining a popular following among educated Americans.  These American 

eugenicists were alarmed with the way both immigration and industrialization were 

rapidly changing society, and were concerned that people with bad heredity would soon 

outnumber well-bred Americans.
5
  However, probably the most significant advancement 

in American eugenics was the rediscovery in 1900 of the tests that had been conducted by 

Gregor Mendel.  In the 1860s Mendel experimented with pea plants and found that when 

“he cross-fertilized the plants, particular traits were transmitted to future generations in 

predictable mathematical ratios,” such as a wrinkled texture being dominant over a 

smooth texture.
6
  American eugenicists embraced Mendel‟s research and believed that the 

ratios he discovered could also be applied to human heredity breeding.   

 In the early twentieth century, eugenics increased in popularity in America and 

several organizations were formed by those who were committed to the ideals of 

eugenics.  One of the most prominent was the American Breeders Association (ABA), 

formed in 1903.  One of the leaders of the organization, Charles Davenport, arguably had 
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the greatest impact in the American Eugenics Movement.  Davenport was a “committed 

Mendelian eugenicist,” meaning he believed “that human traits such as laziness, 

wanderlust, and pauperism were heritable and that their patterns of transmission were in 

need of research.”
7
  In 1903 Davenport petitioned and received a large grant from the 

Carnegie Institution in order to found the Station for the Experimental Study of 

Evolution, based in Cold Spring Harbor, New York, which would last for several 

decades.
8
  Not only that, in 1906 he formed the ABA‟s Committee of Eugenics, the 

primary interests of which was to research the effects of both superior and inferior 

heredity on the human race.  Davenport elected other Mendelian eugenicists to join the 

committee, including Henry Fairfield Osborn, president of the American Museum of 

Natural History, Roswell Johnson, who co-wrote the college textbook Applied Eugenics, 

and Alexander Graham Bell.
9
  He published a book about his beliefs concerning race and 

heredity, Heredity in Relation to Eugenics, which was “cited by more than one-third of 

the high school biology textbooks used between the wars.”
10

 

To bring together like-minded eugenicists from around the country, the First 

National Conference on Race Betterment was held in 1914 in Battle Creek, Michigan.  

Although the conference had a good attendance and reinforced the viewpoints of those 

involved, it was felt that more needed to be done.  Noticing the large attendances figures 

of world‟s fairs, some eugenicists thought that participating in an exposition would be the 

perfect opportunity to reach the masses and win over converts to their cause.  Their 
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timing was right because organizers of the Panama-Pacific Exhibition to be held in San 

Francisco in 1915 predicted that attendance of the upcoming fair would “total well over 

twenty million.”
11

  Upon learning of this, “delegates to the First National Conference… 

laid plans to hold their second annual meeting in conjunction with the San Francisco fair 

and to organize an exhibit at the fair that would drive home the need for urgent action to 

stop the supposed trend towards racial degeneracy.”
12

  The exposition organizers thought 

having the conference in conjunction with the fair was a great idea because it fit with 

their theme of presenting a modern America.  One exposition organizer went as far as to 

claim that the Race Betterment Conference represented the „very ideal of this great 

Exposition that we have created here,‟ and in support of the conference the „exposition 

directors set aside the week of the conference as Race Betterment Week at the fair.”
13

  

The actual conference hosted several speakers on the topic of eugenics, but most visitors 

to the Panama-Pacific Exhibition were more interested in the eugenics exhibit that was 

displayed in the Palace of Education.  The exhibit included charts about eugenics and 

portraits of famous eugenicists, and was one of the most popular attractions at the fair.
14

  

The ideals that eugenicists preached fell on receptive ears, with the total attendance of the 

conference amounting to nearly ten thousand.
15

  Eugenicists considered the venture a 

success because of the conference attendance, the popularity of their exhibit, and the 
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publicity that they garnered from the press.  This event would mark the beginning of 

eugenics exhibitions that would continue until the late 1930s. 

The eugenics movement in America was growing during the first decades of the 

20
th

 century, largely due to men like Charles Davenport, but it had not been recognized as 

a legitimate science.  Davenport wanted to build upon the efforts of the Race Betterment 

Conference, as well as display the work that he and his colleagues had been doing at the 

institution in Cold Spring Harbor, NY.  He lobbied hard to bring an international 

conference to the U.S. ever since 1912 when he had attended the First International 

Congress on Eugenics in London.  To Davenport, “to persuade European eugenicists to 

agree to an international meeting in New York… would signal international recognition 

of and approval for American eugenics.”
16

  After World War I ended and the 

International Eugenics Committee reconvened, they agreed to hold the next congress in 

New York in 1921.
17

  Before the Congress was planned, Davenport, along with several 

other eugenicists, formed the Galton Society.  Named after Francis Galton, the Galton 

Society was an interest group that concentrated on “racial differentiation of human 

qualities.”
18

  Two of the society‟s members, Henry Fairfield Osborn and Madison Grant, 

decided to hold the congress at the American Museum of Natural History, where they 

both served on the board of trustees.
19

  Both men were committed to the study of 

eugenics, especially Grant who had written the popular book The Passing of the Great 

Race about the superiority of the Nordic race in 1916.  The members of the Galton 
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society were responsible for raising funds and arranging speakers and exhibits.  Mary 

Harriman, the widow of railroad tycoon E.H. Harriman and a strong supporter of 

eugenics, contributed a large gift of $2,500 for the exhibits.
20

  The Second International 

Congress of Eugenics lasted from September 21 through September 27, 1921, and 

Osborn served as president of the congress.  Over the course of the conference, several 

lectures were presented on how the increase of immigrants was “tainting” America.  

According to the leaders of the congress, immigration restriction was essential to 

protecting the fate of the country, and Osborn gave a report on how racial mixing was 

lowering the quantity of well-bred Americans.
21

  Another fear of eugenicists was that 

World War I had caused the deaths of millions of men who had been of superior stock.   

The exhibition portion of the congress lasted from September 21 through October 

22, 1921.  Harry Laughlin, who worked at the Cold Spring Station, was given the task of 

heading the exhibits committee.  Laughlin, along with anthropologists Clark Wissler and 

American Museum of Natural History curator Laurence V. Coleman, tried to acquire 

exhibits by “corresponding with and interviewing persons, in the United States and 

foreign countries, who were known to be interested in eugenical subjects and to be 

conducting eugenical researches.”
22

  Laughlin wanted the exhibits to be “few in number  
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Figure 14. View of the exhibition. Source: Harry H. Laughlin, The Second International  

Exhibition of Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins Company, 1923), 1. 

 

 

but striking in nature.”
23

  A total of 131 exhibitors sent displays to the congress, from 

twenty-two states and sixteen foreign countries (Fig.14).
24

 

The exhibition consisted of two sections: a “paleontology of man” exhibit prepared 

by the staff of the AMNH for the occasion in the Hall of the Age of Man, and the 

eugenics exhibits that were housed in eighteen alcoves in the Forestry and Darwin 

Halls.
25

  The eugenics exhibits were comprised of: 

embryological and racial casts and models, photographs, pedigree charts and 

tables, biological family histories and collective biographies, graphical and 

historical charts on the character and analysis of populations, material showing 

the principles of heredity in plants, animals, and man, maps and analytical tables 
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demonstrating racial vicissitudes, anthropometric instruments, apparatus for 

mental measurements, and books and scientific reprints on eugenical and 

genetical subjects.
26

 

 

The exhibits followed the same theme as the papers presented at the congress, that the 

U.S. was being threatened by the influx of immigrants with inferior hereditary traits.  The 

Eugenics Record Office, which had the most exhibits, displayed an exhibit entitled 

“Growth of the United States Population by Immigration and by Increase in Native 

Stock,” which aimed to show how the increase in immigration was affecting populations 

in different regions of the U.S.  The Race Betterment Foundation also displayed the 

effects of immigration with their exhibit “Marriage and Birth Rate in Relation to 

Immigration” (Fig.15, 16).  The overtly racist theme was also present in several exhibits.  

A particularly shocking exhibit was submitted by Dr. A.H. Schultz of the Department of 

Embryology of the Carnegie Institution of Washington.  Dr. Schultz displayed fourteen 

plaster casts of “white and negro fetuses” in order to show physical differences between 

the two “races”(Fig.17)
27

  Laughlin tried to convince people that actions needed to be 

taken against bad heredity with his own exhibit, “Eugenical Sterilization in the United 

States,” showing which states already sterilization laws and the effects of those laws 

(Fig.18).  The exhibition was free to the general public, with 821 people signing the 

registry indicating their interest to know more about eugenics.  Although no exact 

attendance record was kept, AMNH staff estimated that between 5,000 to 10,000 people 

visited the exhibit.
28
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Figure 15. “Growth of the U.S. Population By Immigration And Increase In Native 

Stock.” Source: Harry H. Laughlin, The Second International Exhibition of Eugenics 

(Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins Company, 1923), 99.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 16. “Marriage and Birthrate in Relation to Immigration.” Source: Harry H. 

Laughlin, The Second International Exhibition of Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and 

Wilkins Company, 1923), 145. 
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Figure 17. “Differences Between White and Negro Fetuses.” Source: Harry H. Laughlin, 

The Second International Exhibition of Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins 

Company, 1923), 111. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 18. “ Eugenical Sterilization In The United States.” Source: Harry H. Laughlin, 

The Second International Exhibition of Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins 

Company, 1923), 153. 
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After the exhibition closed, most of the displays were packed and shipped back to 

their respective creators.  However, some of the exhibits soon found a new home in 

Washington D.C. because Laughlin had friends who were influential politicians.  The 

 House of Representatives Immigration Committee appointed Laughlin to the position of 

“expert eugenics agent,” and he was able “to get some of the exhibits that pertained to 

immigration displayed in the room where congressional representatives were conducting 

hearings about possibly restricting immigration to the U.S."
29

  The exhibits were 

supposed to provide evidence on the effects that immigration was having on the country, 

and how the unchecked breeding of immigrants was changing the population.  The 

resulting law was the National Origins Act in 1924, which would remain in effect until 

1964.  The law was based on 1890 U.S. Census records, and limited the number of 

immigrants from any country to 2% of the number that were living in the U.S. during that 

year.  This severely restricted the number of Southern and Eastern Europeans, the same 

groups that eugenicists deemed inferior, allowed to enter the U.S. because those groups 

did not start immigrating in large numbers until late 1890s.  Thus, Laughlin‟s displays 

were able to accomplish the exact goals that he and his colleagues intended. 

After the Eugenics Congress in 1921, the “race betterment” movement started to 

gain momentum.  A group was created as the Ad Interim Committee of the 1921 

Congress of Eugenics for the sole purpose of influencing public opinion, and by the mid-

1920s the group, renamed the American Eugenics Society (AES), was “devoted almost 
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exclusively to the propagation of eugenic ideas.”
30

  The organization wanted eugenic 

ideals to be more than just an upper-class preoccupation, but wanted Americans to be 

aware of the dangers that the AES believed the country was facing.  In order to reach this 

goal, the AES sponsored pamphlets, lectures, contests and traveling exhibits at state and 

local fairs.  The exhibits that the AES produced for fairs were less scientific in nature 

than the ones that were shown at the International Congress, and tried to appeal more to 

emotional sentiment.  After all, these were not scientists and doctors that they were trying 

to convince of the perils of bad breeding; these were ordinary, often times rural, 

Americans.  The AES wanted to make eugenics personal and they achieved this with the 

“Fitter Families” contests.  

The “Fitter Families for Future Firesides” contests that were held in conjunction 

with exhibits at fairs were largely the undertaking of two prominent women in the 

eugenics movement, Mary T. Watts and Dr. Florence Brown Sherborn.  Watts was the 

director of the Iowa Parent Teacher Association, and Sherborn was a child welfare 

specialist.
31

  The women had first worked together at the Iowa State Fair in 1911, where 

Watts had organized a “Better Babies Contest,” in order to demonstrate the importance of 

children‟s health, and Sherborn had served as a judge.
32

  Their work had garnered 

widespread attention, especially among eugenicists.  Charles Davenport sent them a 

postcard that informed the women that they should “give 50 percent to heredity before 
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you begin to score a baby.”
33

  Watts forgot the remark until Davenport sent her another 

post card the following year stating “A prize winner at two may be an epileptic at ten.”
34

 

The women took Davenport‟s advice and came up with a way to score not only the health 

of babies, but the heredity of entire families.  This resulted in the “Fitter Families for 

Future Firesides,” contests which would become popular at state and local fairs across the 

nation.  

Under the sponsorship of the AES, Watts and Sherborn organized the first “Fitter 

Families” contest in 1920 at the Kansas Free Fair in Topeka.
35

  Competitors were judged 

on a number of factors and “contestants had to present their family history, submit to a 

medical exam –which included a Wassermann test for syphilis –and then take an 

intelligence test.”
36

  Contestants were graded on a letter scale and only families whose 

members received an “A” rating were awarded prize medals bearing the inscription “Yea, 

I have a Goodly Heritage.”
37

  In subsequent contests Kansas politicians – including the 

governor and a senator – presented the winning families with silver trophies and awarded 

bronze medals to individuals with superior scores.  The Kansas State Board of Health 

received copies of the score sheets and sent families health certificates of either A,B, or C 

class according to their results.
38

  The state and government support gave legitimacy to 

what was in fact a contest held in conjunction with an exhibit.  Although quite intrusive, 
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“Fitter Families” contests were extremely popular; people seemed eager to prove that 

they were of quality stock.  An article from The Journal of Heredity of April 1925 stated 

that a farmer drove his entire family of seven fifty miles and waited four hours to be 

examined “just for the sheer satisfaction of knowing they were all right.”
39

  Throughout 

the 1920s these contests were held at seven to ten state and local fairs each year in 

Oklahoma, New York, Kansas, Arkansas, Massachusetts, Michigan, Georgia and 

Texas.
40

  What participants did not know was that Watts and Sherborn sent Davenport the 

scorecards “detailing the physical and psychological measurements of individuals and 

families,” with which he used for compiling statistics at the Cold Harbor Institute.
41

 

The “Fitter Families” contests may have been the main attraction at most fairs, but 

these were held in combination with eugenics exhibits (Fig.19).  Watts campaigned 

heavily for the inclusion of eugenics exhibits at fairs and “traveled to annual meetings of 

the International Association of Fairs and Expositions.”
42

  To Watts, the exhibits served a 

great importance because she saw the fairs as giving a great deal of publicity to the 

eugenics movement, as well an effective way of reaching the masses.
43

  Like the “Fitter 

Families” contests, the AES used the exhibits to make eugenics personal to the average 

American.  Besides preaching the gospel of eugenics, the main goal of the these exhibits 

was to garner support for racial purity laws, which included compulsory sterilization for 

   

                                                 
39

 Johnson, 459. 

 
40

 Selden, 30; Bruinius, 237. 

 
41

 Rydell, 51. 

 
42

 Ibid., 52. 

 
43

 Ibid., 53. 

 



57 

 

        
 

Figure 19. Eugenics exhibit at the Kansas State Free Fair, 1929. Source: “Eugenic and 

Health Exhibit, Kansas State Free Fair,” Image Archive on the American Eugenics 

Movement,  http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/html/eugenics/index2.html?tag=1563 

(accessed on October, 21, 2008). 

 

 

those deemed inferior.
44

  When visitors approached a eugenics display they were often 

greeted with flashing lights that lit up at various intervals.  “Some People Are Born to Be 

a Burden on the Rest” one sign proclaimed, and informed visitors that one particular light 

when off every fifteen seconds and that represented “$100 of your money goes to the care 

of persons with bad heredity.”  Another sign had a light that flashed every second stating 

that “Every second crime costs America $100,000” another light on the same sign flashed 

every fifty second to represent a person who was committed to jail and that “Very few 

normal persons go to jail”(Fig.20). 

                                                 
44

 Bruinius, 140. 



58 

 

                      

                         

       
 

 Figure 20. Flashing Light Exhibits, Circa 1926. Source: Harry Bruinius, Better For All 

The World: The Secret History of Forced Sterilization and America’s Quest for Purity 

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 241. 

 

 

Besides linking criminal behavior with heredity, the exhibits also espoused the 

ideas that “unfit” marriages were causing the degeneration of the country, and that 

eugenics could help reverse the deleterious effects.  One poster claimed “Unfit human 

traits…are inherited in exactly the same way as color in guinea pigs.  If all marriages 

were eugenic we could breed out most of the unfitness in three generations.”  The same 
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display went even more personal by stating that “YOU can improve education and even 

improve your environment, but what you really ARE was settled when your parents were 

born.”
45

  According to the exhibits, by breeding out the “unfit” with racial purity laws 

then the country would spend less on degenerates, have fewer poverty-stricken 

individuals, and experience less crime.  The color of guinea pigs was a popular visual and 

was used as a way to demonstrate Mendel heredity, and “exhibits such as these reinforced 

the idea that complex human traits followed simple Mendelian ratios in a manner similar 

to the transmission of hair color.”
46

  It is not known how many people viewed these 

exhibits, or to what extent the impact they had on the public, but the ideas of the eugenics 

movement were at least propagated through these visual displays.  The mere fact that the 

“Fitter Families” contests were so popular would lead to the conclusion that at many of 

the visitors took the ideas seriously.  It is interesting to note, that “a 1937 Fortune 

magazine poll revealed that sixty-three percent of Americans endorsed compulsory 

sterilization of habitual criminals and that sixty-six percent were in favor of sterilizing 

mental defectives.”
47

  However, by the late 1920s the use of traveling exhibits to teach 

eugenics began to wane, due to the death of Mary Watts who had been leader of the 

movement.
48

 

By the early 1930s the Eugenics movement was facing harsh criticism, even from 

prominent individuals who had once endorsed the principles.  Prominent geneticists 
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began “distancing themselves from „race-betterment‟ ideas” and other leading 

intellectuals “increasingly questioned the moral and political credibility of eugenics.”
49

  

In order to gain both scientific and popular support for eugenics, eugenicists organized 

the Third International Congress of Eugenics and “intensified their attempts to reach a 

national audience through the medium of exhibitions.”
50

  Once again Laughlin, 

Davenport and Osborn took over leadership duties, and for the second time the American 

Museum of Natural History served as the host site.  The congress organizers claimed that 

the institution “furnished an ideal setting because of the great part which the Museum has 

played in restoring the correct history of the evolution of man.”
51

  The Third International 

Congress of Eugenics lasted from August 21-23, 1932, with Davenport as president, both 

Osborn and Darwin as honorary presidents, and Laughlin as secretary.  The focus of this 

congress had shifted from the previous one, in that the birthrate among superior people 

was the main focus instead of immigration.
52

  Osborn, who was unable to attend, 

prepared a speech that was read by William K. Gregory on how “birth control…is a 

negative rather than a positive factor in human betterment.”
53

  He, like many other 

eugenicists, believed that the middle and upper white classes were practicing birth 

control, while the lower classes, minorities, and the unfit were breeding at an unchecked 
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rate.
54

  This overpopulation of “inferior people” had been the catalyst for the Great 

Depression, according to some eugenicists (Fig.21).
55

 

The congress may have only been three days, but the exhibits that were displayed 

in conjunction with it lasted much longer.  From August 21 to October 1, 1932 visitors to 

the American Museum of Natural History could view 267 eugenics related exhibits that 

covered an area of approximately 10,000 sq. ft. of wall space, as well as several  

 

 
 

Figure 21. View of exhibit. Source: Harry H. Laughlin. A Decade of Progress in 

Eugenics: Scientific Papers of the Third International Congress of Eugenics (Baltimore: 

Williams and Wilkins Company, 1934), 512. 
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cases.
56

  The exact number of people who viewed the exhibits is not known, but over 

15,000 people signed the attendance registry.
57

  Like the previous congress, the exhibit 

consisted of “pedigree charts and their genetical analysis; statistical charts and tables, 

photographs and maps, models, casts and drawings, books and scientific papers; scientific 

apparatus, and living specimens.”
58

  Although physicians and professors from various 

institutions contributed exhibits, Laughlin created many of the displays.  Some of the 

displays had accompanying interactive components to encourage visitors to research their 

own heredity.  One display created by the Eugenics Record Office had attendants that 

handed out blank pedigree charts to visitors so that they could fill in their family tree.  

Another exhibit “on physical anthropometry that argued „finger tip patterns are controlled 

by heredity,‟ visitors could have themselves fingerprinted.”
59

  The fact that such exhibits 

were displayed once again at one of America‟s most prominent museums gave them 

legitimacy to the viewers.   

In keeping with the theme of the congress, the exhibits tried to show that 

members of the “white race” tended to possess superior leadership and mental abilities.  

Laughlin created a chart titled “Race Descent: American Statesmen” comparing the 

heritage of members of the Constitutional Congress in 1787 with the heritage of Senate 

members of 1927 (Fig.22).  He was trying to show that 140 years later political leaders 

tended to be of northern European heritage.  Another of Laughlin‟s displays was 
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“Inventiveness by Racial Stock in the United States 1927,” in which he tried to prove that 

descents of Northern European Heritage applied for patents more often than other ethnic 

groups (Fig.23).  Other exhibits were more overtly racist, such as the one created by Dr. 

W.A. Plecker who worked for the Bureau of Vital Statistics in Virginia.  Dr. Plecker‟s 

exhibit was “Anti-Miscegenation Laws of Several States: 1932,” and displayed the terms 

for people with different percentages of “Colored” blood. 

Opening in conjunction with the eugenics exhibits was an anthropology exhibit 

entitled the “Hall of the Natural History of Man,” that had been created by curator 

William K. Gregory.  Although designed to be a permanent exhibit at the American 

Museum of Natural History, “it was inspired by the same purpose which inspired the 

temporary exhibits of the Eugenics Congress, and was timed to open to the public on the 

occasion of the opening of the Third International Eugenics Congress.”
60

  The exhibit 

consisted of two halves, with the first half being the part that was designed to go with the 

eugenics exhibits, and the other half instructing on the physical characteristics of the 

human races.  The first half was entitled “Introduction to Human and Comparative 

Anatomy” the exhibit traced “the various structures and functions of man from their 

earliest geological beginnings.”
61

  They were also undeniably racist, which would fit with 

the eugenicists views that people are inherently unequal.  One display was “Man Among 

Primates” and used the image a tree with the different branches symbolizing the different 

evolutionary levels (Fig.24).  The lower branches were comprised of different types of 

monkeys and apes, with man situated at the top branches.  Humans were divided into 
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different races of Australian ( Bushman), African, Red, Yellow and White.  The 

Australian was placed lower than the other races, and at the same level as Cro-Magnon 

man.
62

  The other “races” were at the top branch; however “the relative stage of 

development attributed to each race was indicated through dress and disposition, with the 

African and Red races wearing loincloths and holding spears.”
63

  Not surprisingly, the 

“White” race was portrayed as the most civilized and standing fully upright.  Another 

display was titled “Our Face From Fish to Man” and consisted of head casts of different 

reptiles, mammals and apes before ending in a reproduction bust of the Apollo Belvedere 

(Fig.25).
64

  The face before the distinctively European-looking Apollo was a cast of an 

Australian Bushman.  Essentially the Bushman‟s place between Apollo and a gorilla was 

meant to show his inferior place in the evolutionary chain.  

After the Third International Congress ended, Laughlin tried to persuade other 

museums to acquire his exhibits for their own collections.  Laughlin personally escorted 

Henry Field, curator of physical anthropology at the Field Museum in Chicago, around 

the exhibit booths and almost convinced him to purchase all of the exhibits; however 

financial difficulties prevented the sale.
65

  When those plans fell through Laughlin then 

went to the organizers of the Century of Progress exposition, the upcoming world‟s fair 

that was to be held in Chicago, for inclusion in the exhibition.  The exhibits were 

ultimately rejected because “financial considerations in the midst of the depression along  
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Figure 22. “Race Descent: American Statesmen.” Source: Harry H. Laughlin. A Decade 

of Progress in Eugenics: Scientific Papers of the Third International Congress of 

Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins Company, 1934), 532. 
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Figure 23. “Inventiveness by Racial Stock in the United States 1927.” Source: Harry H. 

Laughlin. A Decade of Progress in Eugenics: Scientific Papers of the Third International 

Congress of Eugenics (Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins Company, 1934), 532. 
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Figure 24. “Man Among Primates.” Source: Mark K. Coffey, “The American Adonis: A 

Natural History of the „Average American‟(Man), 1921-1932,” in Popular Efficiency: 

National Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930s, ed. Susan Currell and 

Christina Cogdell (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 2006), 193.  
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Figure 25. “Our Face From Fish To Man.” Source: Mark K. Coffey, “The American 

Adonis: A Natural History of the „Average American‟(Man), 1921-1932,” in Popular 

Efficiency: National Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930s, ed. Susan 

Currell and Christina Cogdell (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 2006), 191. 

 

 

with growing objections from scientists to „race betterment‟ doctrines caused exposition 

officials to balk at Laughlin‟s plans.”
66

  Despite the setback, Laughlin did manage to get 

four panels into the Century of Progress fair, much less then he had hoped for, that were 

installed in the anthropology section of the Hall of Science.  Laughlin claimed that “the 

exhibit was not highly technical” and “was designed primarily to be understood by the 

average intelligent and interested visitor.”
67

  The theme of the exhibit was the “Pedigree-  
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study in Man,” and tried to show the visitor how inheritance affects people and their 

offspring.
68

  The first of the four panels was a representation of the eugenics tree that 

linked the study of eugenics with other sciences, as well as an introductory statement on 

“What Eugenics Is All About” that explained that eugenics “concerns improvement in the 

breed of man.”
69

  The second panel consisted of a chart entitled “How Families, 

Communities, Races and Nations May Change Greatly In Capacity Within A Few 

Generations.”
70

  This panel was in keeping with the theme of the Third Congress which 

claimed that “better” people were having fewer children, while “degenerates” were 

having more children, and how this would affect the future population.   

Both the third and fourth panels were pedigree studies, the “degenerate” Ishmael 

family and the “superior” Roosevelt family, and showed how good and bad hereditary 

traits were passed along through generations.  Laughlin stated that “these two panels 

showing the Ishmael and the Roosevelt pedigrees were placed side by side on the exhibit 

wall in order to invite the visitor‟s attention to both the negative and the positive aspects 

of eugenics.”
71

  Even though the four panel exhibit was much smaller than Laughlin had 

wanted, it still was a major step for the movement because it marked the first time that a 

eugenics exhibit had been displayed at a world‟s fair.  Not only that, it gave legitimacy to 

the movement because the “setting of these panels amid displays of biology, physics, and 

chemistry created by respected American corporations and universities imparted 
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authority to eugenicists‟ claims.”
72

  However, this is in direct contrast to how much 

enthusiasm eugenics was garnering in the 1920s, and how that popularity was beginning 

to wane by the 1930s.  Laughlin had managed to display some of his exhibits from the 

1921 congress in Washington D.C., but he struggled to get four panels from the 1933 

congress shown in the World‟s Fair.  

Besides the exhibits by Laughlin, there were other displays at the Century of 

Progress fair that also endorsed the idea of racial purity.  The Deutsche Hygiene Museum 

(DHM) in Dresden created medical displays for the exposition that caught the attention of 

the American Public Health Association (APHA).  In early 1934 W.W. Peter, APHA 

secretary, contacted Bruno Gebhard, scientific secretary and curator at the DHM about 

creating “English versions of racial hygiene displays that had been made for the 

exhibition „German People, German Work‟ to show in conjunction with the annual 

convention of the American Public Health Association in Pasadena that year.”
73

  The 

APHA was impressed with the DHM‟s exhibits and interested in the health programs that 

the new Nazi regime had created, especially Germany‟s compulsory sterilization law that 

went into effect in January 1934.  German officials were eager to promote Germany‟s 

new health initiatives abroad, and helped fund the travel of the exhibit.  

Under the direction of Gebhard, the “Eugenics in New Germany” exhibit was 

installed in Pasadena‟s Civic Auditorium, covering three thousand square feet and 

arranged in four sections (Fig.25, 26).  The first section consisted of charts showing 

population changes, birth rates and marriage rates in Germany from 1930-1934, and 
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compared those rates with other European countries.
74

  The second section was 

comprised of posters “explaining Mendelian laws of hereditary transmission and 

dominance,” and the “transmission of physical, mental, and behavioral defects, 

concluding with posters showing the recent increase in the number of mental cases and 

the large amount of federal funds sonnet on the care, funds that could be reduced 

significantly by the implementation of sterilization.”
75

  The third section of the exhibit 

promoted Germany‟s new race hygiene program and explained how hereditary diseases 

could be prevented with sterilization.  The focus then shifted to how Germany was trying 

to encourage births among couples with superior heredity by offering them government 

subsidies when they had children.   

The fourth and final section was made up of miscellaneous displays, such as 

Adolf Hitler‟s genealogy.
76

  The exhibit was well-received in Pasadena and Walter 

Mangold of the Los Angeles County Health Department asked that the exhibit be shown 

at the Los Angeles County Museum for one month.  Mangold‟s request was accepted, 

and the exhibit was so popular and received so much positive media attention that its stay 

in Los Angeles was extended to two months.  From there the exhibit travelled to 

Stockton, California, by request of the Women‟s Auxiliary of the San Joaquin County 

Medical Society, and was on display at the Armory for two weeks.
77
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Figure 26. Display from the “Eugenics in New Germany” exhibit. Source: Christina 

Cogdell, Eugenic Design: Streamlining America in 1930s (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 96. 
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Figure 27. Display from the “Eugenics in New Germany” exhibit. Source: Christina 

Cogdell, Eugenic Design: Streamlining America in 1930s (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 97. 
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The exhibit was briefly shown in Sacramento in early February 1935, and then was sent 

to Salem, Oregon, under the care of Marion County Health Officer, Vernon Douglas.  It 

was installed at Salem‟s YMCA, and received several positive reviews from Salem 

newspapers.
78

  

At the end of February, Douglas had the exhibit transferred to the state capitol, 

and “by the time it left Salem in mid-March, Douglas claimed that between seven and 

eight thousand Salem-area residents had viewed the exhibit before health officials crated 

the show and transferred it to Reed College in Portland, then to the Portland YMCA.”
79

  

The exhibit had been brought to Portland, Oregon by Fred Messing, executive secretary 

of the Oregon Social Hygiene Society, who estimated that approximately forty thousand 

people viewed the exhibit during its two months in Portland.  If both Douglas‟ and 

Messing‟s attendance figures are to be believed, then “approximately one out of every 

twenty Oregonians saw the Deutsches Hygiene Exhibit in 1935.”
80

  Of course, the people 

who visited the “Eugenics in New Germany” exhibit had no idea that the posters they 

were viewing endorsed a plan that would ultimately lead to actual execution of many 

people deemed undesirable by the German government.  It can only be imagined what 

was going through the minds of exhibition visitors when just ten years later the horrors of 

Nazi Germany was revealed to the world.  

 It is hard to comprehend how an exhibit that was sponsored by the Nazi regime 

was  so popular in the United States.  However, the practice of forced sterilization was 
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not new in Oregon, so the idea would not seem radical to many visitors to the exhibit.  

Several sterilizations had been performed yearly in Oregon since the 1910s, due in large 

part to lobbying of eugenicists who convinced legislatures to pass Oregon‟s first 

involuntary sterilization bill in 1909.
81

  However, by the 1930s eugenicists were 

petitioning for broadening of the categories of people who could be eligible for 

sterilization.  By then the United States was being severely affected by the economic 

depression, and those in favor of forced sterilization saw it as the answer to lower welfare 

and institutional costs.  Although there is no concrete evidence that the “Eugenics in New 

Germany Exhibit” affected sterilizations policies in Oregon, “there is considerable 

circumstantial evidence that, just as Laughlin‟s use of eugenics exhibits influenced 

passage of the 1924 National Origins Act, the Nazi eugenics exhibit powerfully 

motivated the legislature‟s expansion of the use of coerced sterilization in Oregon.”
82

  

During the 1935 legislature sessions, around the same time that the exhibit was on 

display in the capitol, among the bills that were passed included “an extension of the 

range of people eligible for coerced sterilization.”
83

  As a result of the new bill, the 

number of sterilizations in Oregon doubled in the mid-1930s to nearly double the amount 

that they had been only a few years earlier.
84

 

After its stay in Oregon, the exhibit found a permanent home at the Buffalo 

Museum of Science in 1935, thanks in large part to the interest of the curator Carlos 

Cumming.  However, by 1942 the United States had declared war on Germany and the 
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museum staff thought that the exhibit could possibly become a liability, so Cumming 

“sought permission from the insurance firm that had bonded the exhibit and from U.S. 

Customs to destroy „certain German propaganda charts‟ that had become „perfectly 

useless material.‟”
85

  In a way the destruction of the German eugenics exhibit symbolized 

the deterioration of the eugenics movement itself, because after World War II when it 

was realized the measures Germany had had taken to “cleanse” its population, no one 

was interested in hearing about  racial purity in America.  American eugenicist sought to 

distance themselves from the racial policies of Germany, but the Nazi regime had 

tarnished the word “eugenics,” so former eugenicists redefined themselves with terms 

like “population scientists,” and “human geneticists.”
86

  Similarly, Carnegie officials 

made Davenport‟s Eugenics Record Office, still stationed in Cold Spring Harbor, New 

York, change its name to the less controversial “Genetics Record Office” in 1939, and 

eventually closed down the institution in 1944, the year Davenport died, and destroyed 

many of his documents in the process.
87

 

Men like Harry Laughlin and Charles Davenport may be long gone, as well as the 

exhibits that they created, but the impact of those displays had a powerful effect on 

America during the early twentieth century.  The exhibits that were created Second 

Eugenics Congress convinced the U.S. government to pass a law that severely restricted 

immigration until the 1960s.  The “Fitter Families” contests and traveling exhibits 

brought eugenics to the masses at state and county fairs, and also instilled the ideals of 
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scientific racism into the audience.  What appeared as simple “flashing light” displays 

were actually agents of propaganda and proposed cruel methodologies.  The “Eugenics in 

New Germany” exhibit, praised in cities all along the West Coast, possibly led to stronger 

forced sterilization laws in the state of Oregon.  It also became a source of embarrassment 

for the Buffalo Museum of Science, who ended up destroying the display panels.  The 

point must be reiterated that these exhibits were not considered controversial when they 

were displayed.  However, they were used as forms of propaganda, but it was not until 

years later that their damaging effects were fully realized.  The exhibits that the American 

Eugenics Movement created may be forgotten today, but for those who suffered as a 

direct result of them understand the powerful consequences visual manipulation can have 

over others.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Exhibiting the Degenerate 

 

 

  Unlike Great Britain, France, and the United States, Germany was on the losing 

side of World War I and perhaps suffered the most of any country that participated.  

Germany felt completely humiliated by the Treaty of Versailles that officially ended the 

war.  The loss of the Alsace-Lorraine region to France, the heavy burden of paying 

reparations, and the controversial War-Guilt Clause caused many Germans to feel 

demoralized.  Adding to the turmoil, the first few years after the war were politically 

chaotic for the country.  The German Revolution lasted from November 1918 through 

August 1919 and overthrew Germany‟s imperial rulers, whose ineffective leadership 

many felt had led to the defeat in the war.  After the forceful abdication of Germany‟s 

princes, a democratic federal republic was created.  This period in Germany‟s history that 

lasted from 1919 through 1933 would later be called the Weimar Republic by later 

historians, named after the Weimar Constitution that officially established the transition 

in government.
1
  

 However, the country was still largely divided between left-and right-wing 

factions, and compounded with the economic depression of the 1920s, the German people 

were disheartened with the state of the country.  By the early 1930s Germany was just as 

politically unstable as it had been in the years following the war.  The people were 

looking for a leader who would bring the country back to its former glory, and help it 

achieve political and financial stability.  This created the perfect situation for Adolf Hitler 
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and the National Socialist Party (Nazi Party) to rise in power.  Hitler‟s enigmatic charm 

and hopeful promises were a welcome relief for a country whose citizens had not known 

true peace in nearly twenty years.  The German people did not know that when Hitler 

came to power they were essentially giving up their free will.  The Führer wanted to 

control not only their actions, but also the way that they thought.  In order to make sure 

that the masses fell in line, the Nazi party created some of the most psychologically 

powerful propaganda the world has ever seen.  Posters, books, and even films like Leni 

Riefenstahl‟s Triumph of the Will, all conveyed Nazi ideology.  Anything that portrayed 

ideas contrary to what the Nazi‟s preached was outlawed.
2
   

One subject that Hitler especially despised was modern art.  It may seem odd that 

Hitler took such a stance against modern art movements such as Expressionism, Cubism, 

and Dadaism, but he saw all modern art as immoral, with the potential to corrupt the 

German people.  Not only that, he also saw modern art as the by-product of greedy 

Jewish art dealers and art critics.  Modern art was banned and artists of those movements 

were considered enemies of the state.  The Nazi‟s anti-modernist stance marked “the first 

time in modern Western European history an official attitude toward art was adopted and 

conformity to that attitude enforced.”
3
  To shape the German people‟s ideas about 

modern art, Hitler and the Nazis created an exhibit with the purpose of defaming modern 

art movements, the artists who created the works, and museums that had purchased 

modern art pieces.  This cumulated in the infamous “Degenerate Art Exhibit” that was 

shown in Munich in 1937, and went on tour to several German and Austrian cities from 
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1937 through 1941.  How did the Nazis come to the decision to exhibit the artworks to 

the public instead of just destroying them?  What methods did the Nazis use in order to 

get their ideas across?  What happened to the artworks once the exhibit was over?  This 

chapter will assess the “Degenerate Art Exhibit,” and discuss the outcome of the event, as 

well the fate of the artworks. 

Modern art emerged during the last half of the nineteenth century and lasted into 

the first half of the twentieth century.  It denotes “neither a specific period in art history 

nor an international style, but rather an artistic attitude.”
4
  What made modern art 

movements different from previous methods of painting and sculpting is that the artists 

directly opposed traditional academic styles in favor of experimentation.  The academic 

style that had been the standard for centuries in art academies was seen as too rigid and 

formal by modern artists.  Since there was no uniform style, “art was fragmented into 

numerous „isms,‟” such as Impressionism, Dadaism, Surrealism, and Expressionism.
5
 

The different modern art styles experimented with shapes, angles, colors and new subject 

themes (Fig. 28, 29, 30).  Expressionism originated in Germany with two influential 

groups forming that fostered the movement.  The first being Die Brücke (The Bridge) 

group which formed in 1905 in Dresden and lasted until 1913, and included members like 

Erich Heckle, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Emil Nolde, and Otto Mueller.
6
  The other group, 

Der Blaue Reiter  (The Blue Rider), formed in Munich and lasted from 1911-1914.  
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Members included Wassily Kandinsky, Franz Marc, August Macke, and Paul Klee.
7
  The 

artists of both of these groups would later be targets of the Nazis.  

 

 
 

Figure 28. Claude Monet The Seine at Lavacourt, 1880. Oil on canvas, 38 3/4 x 58 3/4 in. 

Source: Dallas Museum of Art, http://collections.dallasmuseumofart.org/ (accessed on 

February 18, 2009).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 29. Henri Matisse Femme au chapeau (Woman with a Hat), 1905. Oil on canvas, 

31 3/4 in. x 23 1/2 in. Source: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 

http://www.sfmoma.org/artists/463/artwork (accessed on February 18, 2009. 
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Figure 30. Emile Nolde Masks, 1911. Oil on canvas, 28 3/4 x 30 1/2 in. Source: The 

Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, http://www.nelson-atkins.org/art/CollectionDatabase 

(accessed on February 19, 2009).  

 

 

The Weimar Republic era in Germany saw the emergence of new and innovative 

ways of expression in the areas of film, literature, music and art.  People were 

disillusioned with the political and economical situation in Germany, and channeled this 

frustration into artistic outlooks that glorified freedom and creativity over traditional 

values.  Fritz Lang‟s film Metropolis, Bertolt Brecht‟s musical The Threepenny Opera, 

and Thomas Mann‟s novel The Magic Mountain are all examples of works that 

challenged or criticized conventional bourgeoisie mentalities.  The Weimar culture was 

the perfect setting for modern art movements to enjoy a renewed appreciation.  The bold 

colors, harsh brush strokes, and shocking subjects of many modern artworks fit with the 

angst that many Germans were feeling.  Museum directors all over Germany actively 

collected works from modern German artists such as Emile Nolde, Erich Heckel, and 

Franz Marc, as well as works by foreign artists like James Ensor and Pablo Picasso.
8
  Not 
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only did museums acquire modern art, but “the exhibitions they organized, which 

frequently traveled, helped to define artistic trends and were important signs to foreign 

museums and dealers of the healthy state of contemporary art in Germany.”
9
  Because 

they actively sought works by contemporary artists, several German art museums gained 

a reputation for being at the forefront of the art world.  

However, there was strong opposition to modern art right from the start of the 

movement.  The term “degeneration” had first appeared in the late nineteenth century as a 

medical term to describe individuals who “had departed from the „normal‟ because of 

shattered nerves, inherited abnormalities, or behavioral or sexual excess.”
10

  This state of 

“degeneration” would eventually lead to the individual‟s own demise, and it was feared 

that the abnormal behavior of these people could also bring about the destruction of their 

societies as well.  Max Nordau‟s book Degeneration, written in 1892, was the first time 

that the word “degenerate” was used to describe art and literature, and the book sought to 

prove that traditional forms of German culture were superior to anything modern.
11

  

Nordau strongly believed that “modern artists, whether Impressionists or Expressionists, 

were incapable of reproducing nature because they had lost the faculty of accurate 

observation and painted instead distorted and irregular forms mirroring their own nervous 

deformities and stunted their growth.”
12

  To describe modern artists as “degenerate” was 

deeply insulting because it meant that Nordau viewed them as immoral individuals whose 
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work was not innovative, but rather the product of a diseased mind.  Another influential 

work was Paul Schultze-Naumburg‟s book Art and Race published in 1928.  Schultze-

Naumburg‟s book expanded upon Nordau‟s ideas, but also included several racist 

comments and in general had anti-Semitic overtones.
13

  To prove his point that modern 

art was the creation of corrupt people, Schultze-Naumburg “juxtaposed examples of 

modern art and photographs of deformed or diseased people to suggest that they were 

models for the elongated faces of Amedeo Modigliani, the angular physiognomies of 

Schmidt-Rottluff, and the florid faces of Dix (Fig.31).”
14

  Schultze-Naumburg‟s radical 

views and racist outlook would have a strong influence on the Nazis‟ opinions on modern 

art. 

In response to the growing popularity of modern art in the 1920s, the painter 

Bettina Feistl-Rohmeder founded the “German Art Society,” which only admitted 

members of German blood.
15

  This group, which favored the traditional style of the 

German Romantics, saw modern art as corrupting society and physically attacked modern 

art exhibitions.
16

  Another group was formed by Alfred Rosenberg in the late 1920s 

called “League for the Defense of German Culture.”  Rosenberg greatly disdained 

modern art and “the aim of this organization was to halt the corruption of art and to 

inform the people about the relationship between race and artistic values.”
17

  To further 

denounce the movement, Rosenberg published a scathing critique of modern art in 1933 
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Figure 31. Schultze-Naumburg‟s juxtaposition of modern art works with photographs of 

deformed individuals. Source: Stephanie Barron, “Modern Art and Politics in Prewar 

Germany,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. Susan 

Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 12-13. 

 

 

titled The Myth of the Twentieth Century.
18

  However, not only intellectual elites attacked 

modern art, but the average German did not appreciate the movement as well.  Germany 

had suffered a humiliating defeat with the loss of World War I, and many people just 

wanted life to return to an idealized past.  To a nation that was still largely provincial at 

that time, new art movements, such as Cubism and Expressionism, were often jarring and 

not easily understood.  To most Germans modern art was “viewed as intellectual, elitist, 

and foreign…and linked to the economic collapse, which was blamed on a supposed 

international conspiracy of Communists and Jews.”
19

  It may seem odd that people would 

link the collapse of society with artistic movements, but many middle-class and rural 

Germans linked modern art with the “urban bourgeoisie,” whose greed and decadence the 
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believed had led the nation to its current demoralized state.
20

  They longed for Germany 

to return to its older, simpler way of life and regarded anything new or foreign with 

disdain.
21

  Germans were ready for a leader who would bring order back to the country 

after the chaotic and uncertain years of the 1910s and 1920s, and Adolf Hitler, with his 

enigmatic charm, seemed like the answer. 

Throughout his political career, Hitler made no secret about his likes and dislikes.  

People, groups, and even ideas that were directly opposed to his goal of a pure Aryan 

society were obliterated.  In particular Hitler absolutely loathed modern art in any form.  

It may seem odd that someone in his position, with practically absolute power, would 

exert so much effort to eradicate objects like Expressionist paintings, but Hitler saw 

modern art as racially impure.  Hitler not only wanted a political revolution, but a cultural 

one as well.  He shared similar views with others who criticized the movement, and in 

Mein Kampf (My Struggle), which was written in the 1920s before he came to power, 

“Hitler repeatedly underlined his belief that modern art was the product of diseased 

minds and a degenerate race.”
22

  To him, this type of art was not Aryan, and therefore not 

truly German and had no place in the Reich.  Not only that, “Hitler always stressed that 

Antiquity was the real precursor of German art.”
23

  To him, the Aryan race did not 

originate in Germany but had roots in all of the great classical civilizations, such as 

Egypt, Greece, and Rome.  Hitler believed that all of these past cultures were essentially 

Aryan cultures that had influenced one another, and that the remnants of these great 
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societies were the modern-day German people. 
24

  It was a return to these past cultural 

ideals that Hitler wanted.  There was no room for new art forms that distorted the human 

form instead of celebrating beauty and symmetry. 

  Essentially, Hitler wanted the art of Germany to reflect the German people as he 

envisioned them to be, which was morally upright and superior Aryans.  After rising to 

power, Hitler stated what he believed to be the aims of true German art: 

It must develop from the collective soul of the people and express its identity; it 

must be national, not international; it must be comprehensible to the people; it 

must not be a passing fad, but strive to be eternal; it must be positive, not critical 

of society; it must be elevating, and represent the good, the beautiful, and the 

healthy.
25

 

 

Adding to his hatred for modern art was the fact that Hitler viewed the movement as a 

product of Jewish influence.  Hitler blamed practically everything he deemed wrong with 

the world on the Jews, and his ideologies were deeply rooted in anti-Semitism.  Hitler 

and his followers were able to link their anti-Semitism with their contempt for modern 

art.  The Nazis believed that the “Jews controlled a large portion of the art market,” and 

therefore their promotion of modern art was simply “a ploy to reap huge profits.”
26

 

Furthermore, the Nazis did not believe that German artists who practiced modern art were 

to blame for their work; instead they believed these artists had been led astray by their 

„Jewish Patrons,‟ meaning Jewish art dealers and critics.
27
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When the Nazi Party officially came to power on January 31, 1933, few people 

could have predicted that a series of events were about to be set into motion that would 

forever alter the course of history.  Hitler did not only want to control the actions of the 

German people, but also their way of thinking.  There was no room for different opinions 

on any matter in Hitler‟s Germany; the way the Führer felt about something was the way 

everybody was required to feel as well.  In order to make sure people fell in line, Hitler 

and the Nazis immediately took action to purge Germany of anything that they deemed 

counterproductive to their goals of a pure Aryan society, including modern art.  They 

viewed modern art forms as symbols of “corruption and degeneracy” that had been 

influenced by Jews and were “a threat to German morality.”
28

  Hitler wanted a cultural 

cleansing of Germany in order to get the nation back to its true Aryan roots.  To have 

complete control, “whatever the Nazis claimed undermined „desirable‟ aesthetic, social 

cultural, or political values, or physical or racial ideas, was to be eliminated from German 

society; this included all modern art movements, such as Expressionism, Cubism, 

Futurism, Constructivism, and Dada.”
29

   

Since the Nazis despised the bold colors and distorted figures that were so 

characteristic of many modern art works, it should come as no surprise that they favored 

more traditional art forms.  Nazi-approved art reflected Hitler‟s idealistic views of the 

German spirit and the idea of the “Volk.”  The term “Volk was one of the key words of 

National Socialist philosophy, meaning „folk and folkdom,‟ the totality of the German 
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people and the German race.”
30

  Popular subjects that the Nazis endorsed included: 

peasants and artisans “engaged in their labors,” mothers because they “represented the 

future of the „Aryan race,‟” landscapes that “symbolized the „fatherland,‟” female nudes, 

workers, soldiers, and portraits of Hitler (Fig.32).
31

  In order to make sure that only 

approved forms of culture infiltrated the country, the Reich Culture Chamber was 

founded in September 1933 with different departments for film, visual arts, architecture, 

literature, and music, all of which were headed by Hitler‟s Minister of Propaganda, 

Joseph Goebbels.
32

  In order to legally practice, sell, or critique art in the Reich, one had 

to be a member of the chamber.  This radical move gave Hitler and the Nazi Party even 

more control over the ideology of the German people because they had the power to 

deem what was acceptable and what was censored.  Artists from all fields had to apply 

and be accepted to the Chamber if they wanted to continue to practice, and that usually 

meant racially pure individuals who pledged allegiance to Hitler.  Goebbels hoped that 

„In the future only those who are members of a chamber are allowed to be productive in 

our cultural life…In this way all unwanted and damaging elements have been 

excluded.‟
33

  People like musicians, artists, and architects were faced with a daunting 

decision: conform, quit their profession, or leave Germany.  Thousands of artists did flee, 

fearing persecution, however many others did choose to conform to the will of the Reich 
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because in its first year the Reich Cultural Chamber had 45,000 members, and by 1935 it 

had over 100,000 members.
34

 

 

 
 

Figure 32. Georg Günther Rest During the Harvest, Source: Peter Adam, Art of the Third 

Reich (New York: Henry N. Abrams Inc., 1992), 61. 

 

 

Modern artists had faced criticism every since the movement began, but Hitler‟s 

personal disdain for modern art was about to change the cultural landscape of Germany.  

Although the early years of the Reich were not as strict as the latter ones, artists and 

museum directors both faced persecution from the new regime.  On April 7, 1933 the 

Professional Civil Service Restoration Act was passed which, “enabled Nazi officials to 
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dismiss non-Aryan government employees” and “in that year alone more than twenty 

museum directors and curators, all of whom worked for state institutions, were fired.”
35

  

Artists who practiced in any of the styles of modern art were dismissed from teaching 

posts at prominent art academies across the country, regardless of their political leanings 

or ethnicities.
36

  The Prussian Academy of Art, which was widely considered the most 

influential school of art in the country, especially suffered by losing artists such as Otto 

Dix, Kathe Kallowitz, Ernst Barlach, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.
37

  The artists 

themselves also faced harsh persecution from the new government.  Besides being 

dismissed from teaching positions, many artists “were also forbidden to exhibit and 

sometimes even to work in their own studios.”
38

  Some took up other professions, others 

fled the country, and still others stayed: 

Willi Baumeister worked as a topographic designer and Schlemmer…painted 

ceilings and camouflaged barracks.  Many, like Klee, Grosz, Wassily Kandinsky, 

Josef Albers, Feininger, Max Beckmann, and Kurt Schwitters, left the country.  

Others continued to work and sometimes even sell in secret, but they lived in fear 

of being discovered by authorities. Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Kathe Kollwitz, 

Gerhard Marcks, Barlach, Nolde, Baumeister, and Schlemmer were among those 

who stayed in Germany, despite pressures, threats, and ostracism. They had to 

endure seeing their work not only denigrated, but sometimes destroyed.
39

  

 

The artists were not the only ones who faced persecution from the Nazi Regime; 

museums also suffered.  Planned exhibitions of modern art were cancelled at both the 

Prussian Academy and the National Gallery in Berlin, after facing pressure from 
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authorities.
40

  Directors who had regularly exhibited and acquired modern art were 

dismissed from their positions by the Nazis at several museums across Germany, 

beginning with Gustav Hartlaub at the art museum in Mannheim in 1934.
41

   

 After the close of the Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936, the Nazis began to 

implement actions that tightened the already firm control they had over the German 

cultural realm.  In October 1936, Goebbels ordered that the National Gallery in Berlin, 

which had one of the largest collections of modern art in Germany, to close their modern 

art rooms.
42

  This showed that the Nazis did not want the public to have access to works 

they deemed degenerate and in direct opposition to their ideology.  In November 1936 

Goebbels banned art criticism and described his action as “popular emancipation from 

excessively foreign, Jewish influences, and giving the public a chance to judge for 

themselves.”
43

  This served two purposes for the Nazis.  First, they were able to exercise 

control over public forums in order to avoid opinions that differed from their own from 

reaching the German public, and second it was seen as a direct attack against modern art.  

The latter was true because the Nazis “had long believed that the press was responsible 

for the popular success of nontraditional art forms.”
44

  As far back as the late 1920s Hitler 

had blamed the press for popularizing modern art, claiming that “All of this so-called 
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modern art of today would not be thinkable without its propagation through the work of 

the press.  The press first makes something out of this crap.”
45

 

However, Hitler decided that even more was needed to cleanse German museums 

of modern art, combat resistance by artists and curators, and let the German people know 

what type of art would and would not be acceptable in the Reich.  On  June 30, 1937 

Goebbels formed a commission consisting of Adolf Ziegler, president of the Reich 

Chamber of Visual Arts,  and five other men that gave them “the authority to visit all 

major German museums and select works for an exhibition of „degenerate‟” art that 

would open in Munich in conjunction with a planned exhibit of Great German Art.
46

  The 

men that Ziegler chose to help him with this task were: Klaus Graf von Baudissin, an SS 

officer and director of an art museum in Essen, Wolfgang Willrich, author of the 

pamphlet “Cleansing of the Temple of Art,” well-known artist Hans Schweitzer, art critic 

Robert Scholz, and Otto Kummer.
47

  Zeigler and his five-man team wasted no time in 

traveling throughout the country to strip museums of artworks deemed modern.  No artist 

or movement of modern art was safe or off-limits.  Museum directors could only watch in 

horror as works by accomplished artists, such as Pablo Picasso, Vincent van Gogh and 

Edvard Munch, were ripped from the walls and carried away.  They worked quickly and 

efficiently, and “in the first two weeks of July about seven hundred works were shipped 
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to Munich from thirty-two museums in twenty-eight cities.”
48

 Of the artworks 

confiscated, approximately 650 works by 112 artists were selected for the exhibit.
49

 

The official “Entartete Kunst” (Degenerate Art) exhibition opened in Munich on 

July 19, 1937, in the former Institute of Archaeology building (Fig.32).  Ziegler gave the 

opening speech, in which he stated the aims and purpose of the exhibit: 

Our patience with all those who have not been able to fall in line with National 

Socialist reconstruction during the last four years is at an end.  The German 

people will judge them…The people trust, as in all things, the judgment of one 

man, our Führer.  He knows which way German art must go in order to fulfill its 

task as the expression of German character…What you are seeing here are 

products of madness, impertinence, and lack of talent.
50

 

 

Ziegler ironically claimed that the exhibit would give the German people a chance to 

judge for themselves, because the judgment had already been made.  Hitler decided that 

these art works were “degenerate,” therefore the German people were suppose to trust 

and accept his opinion.  What is also makes this exhibit unique is not what was shown, 

but how it was shown.  The artworks were hung haphazardly on the walls in a chaotic 

manner, as many as they could cram onto a space, with labels that were so shocking in 

their insults that even Hitler thought they were too harsh.
51

  Most of the works were hung 

on cords, while others were actually thumb-tacked directly onto the walls.
52

  Some of the  
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Figure 33. Cover to the “Degenerate Art” exhibit guide. Source: “Degenerate Art: 

Exhibition Guide, 1937,” German History in Documents and Images, 

http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/index.cfm (accessed on October 26, 2008). 
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works were mislabeled, either bearing the wrong title or the wrong artist.
53

  These errors 

could be attributed to the fact that the exhibition organizers had about two weeks to 

arrange the entire exhibit, or it could be another example of how little regard they had for 

the pieces since they did not check their facts.   Obviously they did not handle any of the 

works with great care since they hung them so carelessly, especially those that were 

thumb-tacked.  Some of the paintings were displayed without their frames, and other 

works had labels stating how much museums had paid for the piece.
54

  

 In order to stimulate outrage in the viewers, which was one of the main goals of 

the exhibit, the labels that stated the price paid for a piece alluded to the fact that since 

these works had been taken from public institutions, they had been paid for with public 

funds.  These labels stated, “Paid for with the hard-earned wages of the German working 

Volk,” and gave the price that museums had paid to acquire the pieces.
55

  The prices 

given were outrageously high because most of the works were purchased during the 

1920s when Germany was experiencing an intense hyperinflation, but this fact was 

conveniently omitted.
56

  The exhibition organizers also directly attacked museum 

directors and curators who had been influential in the modern art movement.  The exhibit 

mentioned many directors by name next to some of the pieces, and many were 

“condemned by the use of out-of-context quotations from their own writings.”
57
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The exhibit was divided among two floors, with seven rooms on the first floor and 

two rooms on the ground floor.  Each room attempted to organize the works in it “under a 

series of tendentious signs, labels, and headings,” and the “propaganda purpose was both 

to relieve the impression of disorder and chaos and to emphasize themes of degeneracy in 

art by means of an ostensibly didactic organization.”
58

  Most of the paintings were 

displayed on the first floor, while the rest of the paintings and the sculptures, prints, 

drawings, books and other materials were shown on the ground floor.  Room 1 was 

intended to show how modern artists had created paintings during the Weimar Republic 

that ridiculed religion and the church.  Above the religious paintings was the inscription 

“Insolent mockery of the Divine under Centrist rule,” scrawled on the wall.
59

  Many 

works by Emile Nolde were displayed in this room, including several paintings that made 

up his “Life of Christ” series.
60

  Room 2 was much smaller than the previous room, and 

only contained works by Jewish artists, such as Jankel Adler, Marc Chagall, and Lasar 

Segall.  The large inscription written on the wall was “Revelation of the Jewish racial 

soul.”
61

  There was no similar subject theme to the works, they were just shown together 

to inflame anti-Semitism.   

Room 3 was one of the largest in the exhibition and the works in this room were 

divided into several thematic orders.  There were “nudes by Karl Hofer, Ernst Ludwig 

Kirchner, Paul Klein-Schmidt, and Otto Mueller” that were hung under the inscriptions 
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“An insult to German womanhood” and “The ideal – cretin and whore.”
62

  The Nazi party 

especially despised artworks that portrayed the war in a negative way.  Works by Otto 

Dix that showed the horrible reality of World War I, such as his paintings “War Cripples” 

and “The Trench,” were placed under inscription “In insult to the German heroes of the 

Great War.”
63

  For reasons that were not made entirely clear, “works by Kirchner, 

Pechstein, and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff were presented under the heading, “German 

farmers – a Yiddish view.”
64

  Works from the Dada movement, which Hitler particularly 

disliked, were also displayed in this room (Fig.34).
65

  Room 4 was much tamer than the 

previous ones, and the works were not arranged in any particular order.  There also were 

no insulting wall descriptions.  Only the title, artist, museum from which the painting 

came from, and the purchase price were listed next to the pieces (Fig.35).  Most of the 

works in this room were by the artists Erich Heckel, Kirchner, Nolde, Pechstein, 

Schmidt-Rottluff and Oskar Kokoschka. 

Room 5 housed abstract paintings and mostly contained works by Wassily 

Kandinsky, although Johannes Molzahn was also featured prominently (Fig.36).  The 

derogatory messages that were scrawled across the wall in this room were “Crazy at any 

price,” “Madness becomes method,”  “Nature as seen by sick minds,” and perhaps the 

most insulting “Even museum bigwigs called this „art of the German people.‟”
66

  Room 6 

and Room 7 are harder to reconstruct because “the contents and installation of these two 
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Figure 34. View of the Dada wall. Source: Degenerate Art: "Take Dada Seriously – It‟s 

Worthwhile" (1937), German History in Documents and Images, 

http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/index.cfm (accessed on October 26, 2008). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 35. View of Room 4. Source: Mario-Andres Von Luttichau, “Entartete Kunst, Munich 

1937: A Reconstruction,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. 

Susan Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 59. 

 

http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=2073
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remaining rooms on the upper floor were altered shortly after the opening of the exhibit 

and therefore cannot be established in detail.”
67

  However, it is known that most of the 

works in Room 6 were unlabeled, so visitors were not given the titles or the names of the 

artists (Fig.37).  The inscription above the door leading into Room 7 stated “They had 

four years‟ time,” and contained works by modern artists who had been professors at art 

academies before being dismissed by the Nazis.  The other inscription in the room was 

“These are the masters who have been teaching German youth.”
68

  It could be inferred 

from this that the Nazis were trying to justify the expulsion of these people from the art 

academies by presenting their work in a negative manner and claiming that their works 

were corrupting the German youth.  

After visitors had seen all the paintings that they cared to see on the first floor, 

they then made their way downstairs to the ground floor.  The second section of the 

exhibition took place in two rooms on the ground floor and consisted of paintings, prints, 

drawings, photographs, and books of sketches (Fig.38).  This portion of the exhibit did 

not open until July 22, three days after the first section opened.  This was probably due to 

the fact that the organizers ran out of time arranging the exhibit, since they only had a 

little over two weeks to assemble all the displays.
69

  The pieces in those rooms were not 

grouped together in any systematic way and the majority of the artworks were not 

labeled.  Interestingly, more than half of the pieces in the entire “Degenerate Art” exhibit 

were crammed in a chaotic manner into these two rooms and “it looked as if a hasty  
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Figure 36. View of abstract works in Room 5. Source: Mario-Andres Von Luttichau, 

“Entartete Kunst, Munich 1937: A Reconstruction,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-

Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. Susan Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991),61. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 37. View of Room 6. Source: Mario-Andres Von Luttichau, “Entartete Kunst, Munich 

1937: A Reconstruction,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. 

Susan Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 62. 
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Figure 38. View of ground floor. Source: Mario-Andres Von Luttichau, “Entartete Kunst, 

Munich 1937: A Reconstruction,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi 

Germany, ed. Susan Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 75. 
 

effort had been made to pack into this part of the exhibition as many as possible of the 

remaining works that had been shipped to Munich.”
70

  There is far less documentation 

about the arrangement and works that were displayed on the ground floor; however, it is 

known that the sculpture, “The New Man,” by Otto Freundlich, which was featured on 

the cover of the “Degenerate Art” exhibition guide, was displayed in this room.
71

   

Although some artists wrote letters to Goebbels protesting the inclusion of their 

works in the exhibit, their complaints were not addressed.
72

  Instead, Goebbels and Hitler 
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took the increased outrage against modern art, generated by the exhibit, as a chance to 

seize even more works from museums.  Later that summer, Zeigler and the rest of the 

commission revisited some of the museums and selected additional pieces, “so that a total 

of approximately sixteen thousand paintings, sculptures, drawings, and prints by fourteen 

hundred artists were confiscated and shipped to Berlin to await final disposal.”
73

  To 

quiet the voices of outraged museum directors, curators, and artists, Hitler finally passed 

a law months later making the removal of the artworks legal.  The “Degenerate Art Law 

of May 1938” proclaimed that „products of degenerate art that have been secured in 

museums or in collections open to the public before this law went into effect …can be 

appropriated by the Reich without compensation.‟
74

  This law essentially gave Hitler the 

authority to remove anything wanted from a museum, another way he tried to have 

control over German ideology. 

Interestingly, the “Degenerate Art” exhibit was supposed to be a counter-exhibit 

to the “Great German Art” exhibit that was on being held across the street.  The plan for 

this exhibit had begun four years earlier in October 1933 when Hitler started building a 

new art museum that he claimed would be “the first new building worthy to take its place 

among the immortal achievements of the German artistic heritage.”
75

  Hitler planned to 

fill the new museum with Nazi-approved works of art by contemporary German artists.  

This was another attempt by the Nazi regime to control cultural ideology by exhibiting to 

the public what was deemed acceptable.  In order to find such works, an open 

                                                           
73

 Barron, 19. 

 
74

 Grosshans, 113. 

 
75

 Barron, 17 

 



104 
 

competition was held in which all German artists were invited to enter.  Approximately 

15,000 pieces were submitted, and Hitler and Goebbels personally judged the artworks, 

with Hitler supposedly unimpressed with many of the submissions.
76

  Eventually the final 

selections were made and on July 18, 1937, one day before the “Degenerate Art” exhibit 

opened, the “Great German Art” exhibit opened displaying “over six hundred paintings 

and sculptures that were intended to demonstrate the triumph of German art in the Third 

Reich.”
77

  The artworks were arranged by subject, such as landscapes, portraits, nudes, 

and military subjects, and all the pieces were available for sale, with many ending up in 

the homes of high-ranking Nazis (Fig.39).
78

   

This “Great German Art” exhibit marked the first of eight annual Nazi sponsored 

art exhibitions, from 1937 to 1944.  Unlike the “Degenerate Art Exhibit,” which was 

opened with derogatory propaganda, each of the eight “Great German Art” exhibits 

began with much pomp and circumstance.  In order to foster positive public attention, the 

opening days of each of the “Great German Art” exhibits were declared “German Art 

Day,” and were marked with festive parades.  The organizers strived to make the events 

exciting attractions, and “participants wore historical costumes and created floats 

featuring models of well-known works of art that were driven through the streets of 

Munich.”
79

  Attendance estimates for these parades range from 400,000 to 800,000 

spectators.  After the floats passed by, the parades ended with thousands of uniformed 

soldiers marching in unison, as if to remind the audience who provided the festivities.  
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Figure 39. View of the “Great German Art” exhibit. Source: Peter Guenther, “Three Days 

in Munich, July 1937,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. 

Susan Caroselli (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 35. 

 

 

The “Degenerate Art” exhibit remained on view in Munich until the end of 

November 1937.   Due to its success, the exhibit was sent to other cities in Germany and 

Austria as a traveling exhibit.  From February 1938 through April 1941 the exhibition, 

with a few modifications, was on continual view, and was shown in Berlin, Leipzig, 

Dusseldorf, Salzburg, Hamburg, Stettin, Weimar, Vienna, Frankfurt, Chemnitz, 

Waldenburg and Halle.
80

  The responsibility of making the necessary travel arrangements 

was given to the Institute of German Cultural and Economic Propaganda, and The Reich 
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Chamber of Visual Arts selected Hartmut Pistauer, a twenty four year old Austrian 

student who had aided with the installation of the exhibit in Munich, as the exhibition 

organizer.
81

  At the close of the last venue, all the pieces were sent back to the 

Propaganda Ministry in November 1941; however in September of 1938 approximately 

seventy-one works were sent back early to Berlin to be housed in a warehouse designated 

for pieces that potentially could be sold on the foreign art market.
82

 

To handle the discarding of modern artworks, Goebbels created the “Commission 

for the disposal of products of Degenerate Art.”  Because they all met various fates, what 

exactly happened to each piece in the “Degenerate Art” exhibit remains unclear.  

Believing that many of the works were of little value, over 1,000 paintings and nearly 

4,000 watercolors, drawings, and graphic works were burned in a courtyard in Berlin on 

March 20, 1939.
83

  How many of these pieces were shown in the “Degenerate Art” 

exhibit is not known, but it has been suggested that the bonfire almost certainly contained 

some of the pieces that had been on display in Munich.  However, it was thought that 

some of the pieces could potentially sell well on the foreign market.  Even though the 

Nazis took an official stance against modern art, they were not above making a profit 

from it, and once Hitler gave his approval works were selected for auction.  Goebbels, 

with the assistance of art dealers, selected 125 paintings and sculptures from all of the 

works that had been confiscated, including eighteen paintings and one sculpture that had 
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been shown in the “Degenerate Art” exhibit.
84

  Switzerland was chosen as the place to 

hold the auction because of its neutral status, and Theodor Fischer, a prominent Swiss art 

dealer, was selected to conduct the auction.  Fischer was chosen because he “was the only 

non-Jewish Swiss dealer who had both international contacts and extensive experience in 

public auctions.”
85

  Fischer had been given orders to omit reference to the “Reich,” in the 

auction announcements because the art world had been critical of Germany‟s confiscation 

of artworks from museums.  Also, it was believed that people would avoid the auction if 

they thought that the proceeds would go to fund the German army.   

Regardless of the circumstances surrounding the auction, it still received a lot of 

attention internationally from eager potential buyers because of the quality of the works 

being sold.  During a ten-day preview in Zurich in May 1939, 300 tickets were sold.
86

  

After the Zurich preview the works were sent to Lucerne, where the auction was to be 

conducted, for another preview.  The auction was held on June 30, 1939, in the salon of 

the Grand Hôtel National, and lasted for three hours (Fig.40).  Approximately 350 

spectators were present, including “representatives of museums in Antwerp, Basel, Bern, 

Brussels, and Liège, as well as American, Belgian, English, French, Swiss, and 

…German collectors, dealers, and journalists.”
87

  Some bidders were eager to keep their 

identity secret, not wanting to be directly linked to the auction, and sent representatives.  

By the time the auction was over, nearly two-thirds of the works had been sold, and the 
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proceeds totaled to nearly 500,000 Swiss francs, the equivalent of $115,000.
88

  Fischer 

was able to sell some of the other works in the months following the auction, and those 

that did not sell were eventually sent back to Germany in 1941.  Since the auction did not 

bring in the funds anticipated, it was considered unsuccessful and the Nazis decided 

against any further selling of confiscated art.  What happened to the pieces that were sent 

back to Germany is not known, and the whereabouts of many of the pieces that were sold 

to private collectors, rather than to museums, is unknown.  

 

 
 

Figure 40. The Galerie Fischer auction. Source: Stephanie Barron, “The Galerie Fischer 

Auction,” in Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. Susan Caroselli 

(New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1991), 135. 

 

 The propaganda methods that the Nazis employed during their reign are 

considered by some historians to be the most psychologically powerful ever created.  

Hitler used various means to try and control the actions, thoughts and feelings of the 
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German people in his attempts to create a superior Aryan nation.  In order to achieve his 

goals, Hitler degraded and outlawed anything he deemed counterproductive to his ideals, 

including modern art.  He viewed the distorted figures, odd colors, and unpleasant subject 

matter that characterize many modern art movements as immoral and with the potential 

to corrupt the German people.  Hitler believed that modern art had been promoted by 

greedy Jewish art dealers and critics in attempts to make a profit.   To disgrace the artists, 

art critics, and museums directors who had supported the movement, Hitler implemented 

several measures that changed the cultural landscape of Germany.  This culminated in the 

“Degenerate Art” exhibit, which consisted of artworks that had been confiscated from 

German art museums across the country.  The exhibit used derogatory methods to display 

the art works, including thumb-tacking some of the pieces to wall and painting insulting 

slogans across the walls.  Once the exhibit was dismantled, many of the pieces were 

never seen again, and most were probably public destroyed in bonfires in Berlin, while 

others were sold at a public auction.  Regardless of their fate, the confiscation and 

destruction of thousands of artworks was a crime against German museums and modern 

artists.  It must have been a cruel twist of fate for some artists who had dreamed of 

having their pieces displayed in one of Germany‟s prominent museums, because when 

their works were finally exhibited the words “Crazy” and “Madness” were scrawled 

above their paintings.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Exhibiting Reconciliation 

 

 

 During the Inter-War period the use of exhibitions as agents of propaganda was a 

common occurrence in different countries, and the practice was not unique to any one 

social or political movement.  Although different in scope and method, the pro-colonial 

societies and governments of Britain and France, the leaders of the American Eugenics 

Movement, and the German Nazi Regime all employed the use of exhibits to influence 

the masses.  Each of the exhibits they created were the result, either directly or indirectly, 

of World War I, and each of these movements were on the decline by the end of World 

War II.  Also, even though the movements they represented were radically different, each 

of these exhibitions was used to justify Social Darwinian ideology.  Social Darwinism is 

the theory that individuals, societies, and ethnicities are influenced by both biological and 

social evolution, and due to this influence some individuals and groups are inherently 

superior than others because they are more evolved.
1
  The “British Empire Exhibition” 

and the “French International Colonial Exposition” portrayed colonial natives as savages, 

in need of civilizing by Western nations.  The eugenics exhibits, such as the traveling 

exhibits that were shown in conjunction with the “Fitter Families” contests, endorsed the 

claim that inferior members of American society should not be allowed to breed.  The 

Nazi “Degenerate Art” exhibit asserted that modern art was the product of diseased 

minds and Jewish greed.    
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 Another similarity between all the exhibits is that they each led to long-term 

consequences.  The representation of the colonial natives as primitive savages at colonial 

exhibitions helped to foster racist mentalities among Europeans.  Although this topic has 

not been fully explored, it has been suggested that the racist views created at colonial 

exhibitions endured longer than the actual colonial empires themselves.
2
  The effects of 

the eugenic exhibits also extended past the movement’s heyday.  Harry Laughlin, had 

friends who were members of the House of Representatives Immigration Committee, and 

they viewed his exhibits on the negative effects of immigration while drafting new 

immigration laws.  The resulting law was the National Origins Act passed in 1924, which 

severely restricted immigration in the United States and would remain law until 1964.  

Also, thirty-three states had compulsory sterilization laws by the 1930s, some of which 

remained in effect until the 1970s.  An estimated 65,000 Americans were forcibly 

sterilized during the twentieth century, permanently affected by the doctrines endorsed by 

Charles Davenport and Harry Laughlin.
3
   

The “Degenerate Art” exhibit and the confiscation of artworks from museums and 

individuals by the Nazis also had lasting ramifications.  Thousands of modern artworks 

were destroyed by the Nazis in bonfires, while others were sold at an auction in Lucerne, 

Switzerland.  However, the damage the Nazis did to the art world is still felt today in 

legal issues concerning provenance.  According to the website of the American 

Association of Museums (AAM), “Over the past decade US museums have recognized 
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that objects appropriated during the Nazi era without subsequent restitution – that is, with 

neither return of the object nor payment of compensation to the object’s original or legal 

successor – may have made their way into US museum collections in the decades since 

the war.”  In order to help resolve provenance issues, AAM  “accepted responsibility to 

develop an Internet-accessible search tool covering objects in US museum collections 

that had changed hands in Continental Europe during the Nazi era” and created the Nazi-

Era Provenance Internet Portal.
4
  Currently there are 27, 773 objects from 164 

participating museums registered on the database.     

 Although each of these exhibitions were manipulative and hurtful, there is still a 

positive angle to the situation.  It has taken years, but people are finally ready to come to 

terms with the negative effects caused by these exhibitions, instead of ignoring them. 

Recognition is the first step on the long road to healing.  Instead of pretending certain 

events did not happen people should learn from them.  In the summer of 2002, eight 

Pygmies from Cameroon were brought to a private zoo in Belgium to live in a mock 

village and perform songs and dances for tourists.  The event immediately caused an 

uproar in several nations that saw the action as racist, and similar to the display of 

colonial natives at colonial exhibitions.  Louis Raets, the man responsible for bringing the 

Pygmies to Belgium, was perplexed by the negative reaction and claimed that the 

Pygmies were earning money for schools and pharmacies in their native land.
5
  Although 

Raets may believe that he was helping the Pygmies, the reasons he gives for showcasing 

them is no different from those given by the organizers of the British and French colonial 
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exhibitions.  It is remarkable how much difference time can have on an outlook, because 

nations that once exhibited colonial natives were amongst those that criticized the display 

of the Pygmies as racist.      

 In the case of eugenics, exhibits are once again being used to educate audiences.  

However, instead of endorsing the principles of eugenics these exhibits are informing 

visitors about this dark aspect of American history.  The publication of Edwin Black’s 

book in 2003, War Against the Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to Create a 

Master Race, is credited for renewing interest in the American eugenics movement.
6
  The 

public arena is once again considered an effective method for informing others about 

eugenics because:  

museum exhibitions, oral history, documentary film production, Web site 

presentations, and archival collections… have the potential not only to shape 

public understanding of the eugenic past through creation of accessible and 

complex narratives, but also to provoke dialogue about the ethical dimensions 

of recent advances in contemporary biotechnology.
7
 

 

California was one of the first states to try and reconcile its eugenics past with the exhibit 

“Human Plants, Human Harvests: The Hidden History of California Eugenics.”  

Displayed at the California State University Sacramento Library Gallery from September 

27 to October 21, 2005, this was the first exhibit to tell the story of the impact the 

eugenics movement had on the state.  To further the educational goal, lectures were held 

in conjunction with the exhibit to encourage discussion among visitors. 

 Other exhibits soon followed in North Carolina and Indiana.  Like the California 

exhibit, these also focused on the impact of eugenics at the state level.  The North 
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Carolina exhibit was entitled “Why Me? North Carolina’s Eugenics Program” and was 

shown during the summer of 2007 at the North Carolina Museum of History.  A main 

focus of the exhibit was the stories of victims who were forcibly sterilized.  The exhibit, 

“Fit to Breed? The History and Legacy of Indiana Eugenics, 1907-2007,” was shown in 

the spring of 2007 at the Indiana State Library, and marked the hundred year anniversary 

of the first eugenic law in the state.  This exhibit also showed the effect that eugenics had 

on individual lives, as well as displayed primary documents from the movement, such as 

books, medical logs, and photographs.   

 The events surrounding the “Degenerate Art” exhibition also resurfaced through 

the use of exhibits.  The new exhibit, “Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in 

Nazi Germany” was displayed at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art from February 

17 to May 12, 1991, and at the Art Institute of Chicago from June 22 to September 8, 

1991.  The project was the idea of Stephanie Barron, curator of twentieth century art at 

the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and took five years to come to fruition.  Barron 

thought that the timing was right because 1987 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the 

original exhibit, plus the tearing down of the Berlin wall in 1989 symbolized a new 

Germany that was ready to move forward by accepting its past.  The new exhibit included 

175 of the 650 artworks that were shown in the original Munich exhibition, and almost 

100 private and public collections from all over the world loaned objects for the event.
8
  

Significantly, the curators recreated portions of the original Munich exhibit, giving the 

visitors a true glimpse of the propaganda methods the Nazis employed. 
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 Visual displays can be powerful forms of persuasion, and the Inter-War period 

propaganda exhibitions are good examples of this tactic.  However, they were not the 

only occurrences, and the use of exhibits to influence the masses is still practiced today. 

The Tibet Museum in China is a modern-day case of this method.  Those that work in 

museums must understand the innate trust that the audience has in a museum to be 

truthful and objective, and respect this trust.  To do otherwise is a betrayal of the public 

trust.  Regardless of how provincial or controversial an exhibit topic might be, it still 

deserves to be treated in an unbiased manner.  An exhibit can have far-reaching effects 

that might not even surface until years after the display has been dismantled.  To museum 

professionals, both established and up-and-comers: Be careful with what you choose to 

exhibit and how you portray ideas through displays, you just might unwittingly change 

the course of history. 
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