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Walk Through This Exhibition With
Dread. You Know Where It Leads.

BEFORE THE FALL: GERMAN AND AUSTRIAN ART OF THE 1930s
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“Before the Fall: German and Austrian Art of the 1930s,” at
the Neue Galerie, is an exhibition that steadily tightens its
chokehold. You know where the show will lead, and yet you
walk through its galleries bewildered, helpless. Anodyne still-
lifes and depopulated landscapes curdle into premonitions
of disaster. Graffiti in street scenes appears as ominous as
the writing on the wall in the Book of Daniel. Acts that once
seemed implausible, absurd — media pronouncements full of

“Self-Portrait in the Camp” (1940), by Felix Nussbaum, is one of the most haunt-
ing images in “Before the Fall: German and Austrian Art of the 1930s,” at the
Neue Galerie. 2018 Felix Nussbaum/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York —
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hatred and lies; young men marching with flags and torches

— become everyday occurrences. The worst, the very worst,
is coming. But getting there will take years, and life must be
lived every day.

This is only the latest of many exhibitions over the last
18 months that have plumbed European art of the 1930s and
the resistance, complicity or indifference of artists as democ-
racy collapsed, and the continent tumbled into atrocity. The
notorious Gurlitt collection, assembled by one of Hitler’s art
dealers and poached partly from Jewish collectors, went on
view last autumn in Bonn and Bern and reopens in Berlin in
September. The Fondazione Prada in Milan is now presenting
a titanic exhibition of Italian Fascist art; the gallery Modern
Art Oxford has displayed the anti-Fascist tapestries of the
Norwegian artist Hannah Ryggen; the National Gallery of Ire-
land is showing the Nazi painter Emil Nolde; and the Picasso
Museum in Paris and the Museo Reina Sofia in Madrid have
partnered on a new show exploring “Guernica,” Picasso’s cry
of rage against Franco and the Luftwaffe.

A few weeks ago, some 500 leading figures in the Polish
art world published an open letter that called on that coun-
try’s national museum to stage an urgent exhibition on the
history of art and Fascism. And American institutions, too,
have turned their gaze on the Nazi catastrophe: The New-
York Historical Society recently presented an archival show
on the rise of German anti-Semitism, while the Harvard Art
Museums are displaying a survey of German art in the wake of
the Holocaust.

The nearly 150 works in “Before the Fall” include paint-
ings by Otto Dix, Oskar Kokoschka, Max Beckmann and other
artists deemed “degenerate” by the Nazis. But there are also
quieter works by far less familiar names. The show is the third
in a series of Neue exhibitions on art and German politics that
have been curated by Olaf Peters, an art history professor atthe
Martin-Luther-Universitiat in Halle, Germany. (Preceding
it were “Degenerate Art,” a surprise blockbuster on Nazi art
policy, and “Berlin Metropolis,” a multimedia extravaganza
on the doomed burlesque of the Weimar capital.) Like those
shows, this one is somewhat hamstrung by the Neue Galerie’s
limited space — and yet the claustrophobia of “Before the Fall”
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has its own advantages. Its crowdedness
seems to amplify the collective anxiety
of the artists witnessing, resisting and,
at times, celebrating their road to perdi-
tion.Mr. Peters has organized the show
by medium and genre, rather than by
chronology or political orientation. On
the museum’s second floor, for exam-
ple, a black curtain drapes the entrance
to a gallery of still lifes, some by artists
deemed “degenerate,” others by avowed
Nazis (like the painter Franz Sedlacek).
Among the most disquieting works here
is a small painting on panel from 1934
by Rudolf Wacker, an Austrian painter
largely unknown in the United States.
It depicts an undressed doll, its limbs
bent in unnatural directions, with the
alienated precision common to artists
of the Neue Sachlichkeit, or New Objec-
tivity. Wacker was a committed anti-fas-
cist and spoke out against Germany’s
annexation of Austria 80 years ago last
month. Shortly after the Anschluss, he
was arrested by the Gestapo; by 1939
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he was dead. Wacker’s “Au-
tumn Bouquet With Butter-
fly,” a morose, macabre still
life from 1938, could serve
as his epitaph.

A showcase of portraits
also mingles paintings by
artists deemed “degener-
ate” with those by artists
in line with the new re-
gime. Stylistically, the two
can be hard to distinguish.
A 1929 portrait of a print-
er by Dix, whose art would
be purged from German
museums, sits uncomfortably close to
a society portrait by Herbert von Reyl-
Hanisch, who would go on to paint ideal-
ized Aryans to promote the 1936 Olym-
pics. Photographic portraits by August
Sander from his epochal series “People
of the Twentieth Century” include both
Nagzis in uniform and Jewish men and
woman preparing to leave the country.
(Also on view are Sander’s images of
those he called “the last people”: dis-
abled men and children whom the Nazis
would soon deem unfit to live.)

Such was the reality of German and
Austrian art, and German and Austrian
society, in the initial years of Nazi rule:
the awkward coexistence of fascists,
democrats and Communists, who heard
the rhetoric, who witnessed the hatred,
but who still could not see how much
horror lay ahead. One of the high points
of “Before the Fall” is a suite of woodcuts
by Wilhelm Traeger, whose street scenes
of Vienna in 1932 seem like an X-ray of
a society on the edge. In these thickly
inked, brashly contoured prints, made
when Traeger was just 25, a hunchback
shuffles past a brick wall plastered with
a call to “Vote Red,” while a skeletal
veteran on crutches begs for change as
women in furs strut past. Newspaper
salesmen, taxi drivers, chain smokers
in the coffee house: All are living on
the brink.

Was it even possible for painters
who opposed the Nazis, but who did not
follow Beckmann and other “degenerate”
artists into exile or dissidence, to make
meaningful art in Germany in the late
1930s? “Before the Fall” answers this
question equivocally — but it comes
closest with the art of a Jewish painter
who, it goes without saying, could not
treat that question academically. That
artist, Felix Nussbaum, was in Rome in
1933, having been awarded Germany’s

most prestigious art scholarship to study
there, when Hitler took power in Berlin.
His scholarship was quickly withdrawn,
and he lived and painted in exile — in
Ttaly, Paris, Ostend, Brussels — before
the Nazis arrested him and sent him to
an internment camp in southern France
in 1940.

Nussbaum escaped, and later that
year, he painted “Self-Portrait in the
Camp”: a harsh, indelible artwork that
puts all the other portraits in this show
in their full, brutal context. Nussbaum
appears in three-quarter profile, his
left eye in shadow, his right eye sunk-
en but locked upon us. He has grown a
goatee, and his drab brown uniform has
a frayed collar and a hasty patch on its
right shoulder. Behind him, past scav-
enging and defecating prisoners, is a
fence of barbed wire, and beyond it, a
sky of ferrous gray. Nussbaum appears
wearied. But his gaze is defiant, assert-
ing an individuality that serves as proof
of a continuing, unspeakable crime.

Nussbaum, hiding in Brussels, con-
tinued to paint for several years after
completing “Self-Portrait in the Camp,”
but soon the Nazis came again. This time
his destination was Auschwitz, where he
was murdered in 1944. There were six
million more.

We know that history can’t be
fathomed while it’s still being lived. We
know that not all art made in the first
years of the Reich can be easily classi-
fied into approved and “degenerate.” We
want, therefore, to face these paintings
and photographs as things that are nev-
er free of their circumstances, but still
more than mere evidence of barbarity.
We want to be reassured, we comfortable
museumgoing types, that people who
compromise, people who lack absolute
moral courage, are not wholly lost to hu-
manity.

But in the face of Nussbaum’s

“Self-Portrait in the Camp,” that stance
rings hollow. That is the central lesson
of “Before the Fall” and the other recent
1930s shows: There are no individual
pardons for collective guilt.

“Before the Fall: German and Austrian Art of the
1930s” Through May 28 at the Neue Galerie,
1048 Fifth Avenue, Manhattan; 212-994-9493,
neuegalerie.org.
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