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Programme  
 

16.30 -16.35: Welcome address by Dr Christian Weikop (Senior Lecturer in History of Art, 
ECA, University of Edinburgh) 

16.35 - 17.00: ‘Degeneracy’ on Display: the Reception of Brücke Expressionism at 
International Art Exhibitions, c. 1919-1933 

Mary-Ann Middelkoop (History, University of Cambridge) 

During the 1920s the work of the Brücke artists appeared prominently in several major 
international exhibitions: the Venice Biennale in 1922 and 1930, the Carnegie Show in 
Pittsburgh in 1925 and 1927, and the International Art exhibition in Zurich in 1925. The 
artworks by Emil Nolde, Max Pechstein, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff and 
Erich Heckel were supposed to represent the best in German art, and to raise the status of 
Germany in the world. But the reactions to the German Pavilion in Venice, the shows in 
Pittsburgh, and other official exhibitions of German art, held in Amsterdam, Stockholm, 
Rome and Paris, were mixed. Art critics were particularly unforgiving towards German 
Expressionism and the work of the Brücke artists, with some considering them ‘the 
products of sick and degenerate phantasy’, ‘expressions of decadence and bad taste’ or 
symbols of ‘sexual illness’. The significance of these reviews was not lost on German artists 
and audiences at the time, and they were commonly discussed in the German press. This 
paper explores the reception of Expressionist art and the evolution of the term ‘degenerate’ 
in the context of international exhibitions during the 1920s and early 1930s. It argues that, 
unless we adopt a transnational approach to the ‘degenerate’ in art criticism, the Entartete 
Kunst exhibition of 1937 and the Schandausstellungen of the 1930s will continue to occur as 
isolated incidents in the history of German modernism. 

17.00 - 17.25: Degenerate terrain? Sickness and health in the discourses surrounding 
German art and landscape, from National Socialism to beyond 

Frances Blythe (History of Art, University of Edinburgh) 

Portraits had a clear connection to the physiognomy of degeneracy. Deformed faces could 
be seen to express pathological and psychological defects, as the German writer and 
architect Paul Schultze-Naumburg sought to argue in his polemical 1928 book, Kunst und 
Rasse (Art and Race). In contrast, this paper will treat the subject of landscape and the way 
that it too was configured as sick and healthy in cultural and political discussions of this era. 
By reflecting on the history of the landscape preservation movements in Germany and the 
place of landscape in discourses surrounding national identity, it will consider how landscape 
was often conceived of as a body or a living being and the implications this held for its 
'embodiment' in twentieth-century German art. Significantly, the contemporary artist 
Anselm Kiefer explicitly explores the theme of degenerate terrain in his paintings of Kranke 
Kunst (sick art), which turn to nature to depict a contaminated national heritage in the post-
war landscape. This paper will reflect on how Kiefer's art references the National Socialists' 
terminology, but subverts it so that what is deemed sick or degenerate is Germany itself. 

 

 

 



17.25 - 17.50: Decadence, Degeneracy and 'International Value': French Modern Art in the 
Nazi Era 

MaryKate Cleary (History of Art, University of Edinburgh) 

In June 1937, an exhibition titled Französischer Kunst der Gegenwart (French Art of the 
Present) was staged at the Prussian Academy in Berlin. It was co-sponsored by the French 
and German governments, under the patronage of French Ambassador André François-
Poncet and Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. The show was visited by Adolf Hitler in 
attendance with the French Ambassador. It included works by Henri Matisse, Georges 
Braque, Fernand Léger, André Derain and Maurice de Vlaminck – all artists who would be 
publically defamed for their ‘decadent’ tendencies in the official ‘Degenerate Art’ exhibition 
in Munich one month later. Beginning with an introduction to the private and institutional 
market for French Modernism in Germany from the late 19th century, this paper will analyse 
tensions of reception and commercial circulation of French Modern art in the Nazi-era. It 
will argue that concurrent to its defamation, certain art of the French avant-garde was co-
opted by the National Socialists in their attempted cultural diplomacy with France. More 
‘radical’ artworks, whether culled from national collections or seized from private 
individuals, were then readily exploited for their financial value on an international market, 
despite the alleged ideological incongruities this activity betrays. This paper will examine 
how certain living artists in France dealt with being both welcomed and defamed in Germany 
the span of one month in 1937, and analyse how they further negotiated this problematic 
and dangerous landscape during the Occupation.  

17.50 - 18.15: ‘My work lives in voluntary exile’: Kurt Schwitters and Degenerate Art in 
1937  

Cole Collins (History of Art, University of Edinburgh) 

Kurt Schwitters’ name is often found in publications on degenerate art. In all cases, 
however, his name is usually given a cursory mention as one of the many artists featured in 
the Munich exhibition, and to date there has not been a full-length article dedicated to his 
inclusion. In 1936, the artist’s son had left for Norway, quitting school two years earlier to 
avoid being enrolled in Hitler Youth, and his father accompanied him to help him settle in his 
new home. Intending only to remain three months, until his son had adjusted to the new 
circumstances, Schwitters never returned to Hannover. He had received warning from his 
wife that the Gestapo had arrested and interrogated her, and that if he returned he faced 
potential punishment, and would also be required to testify against his friend and patron 
Christof Spengemann.  

This paper will examine and trace the events which led to the labelling of Schwitters as 
‘degenerate’, beginning with articles published in the 1920s and 1930s which declared 
Schwitters insane, especially in the publications Die Woche (1921), Hellweg (1925), Volkischer 
Beobachter (1933) and Neues Volk (1935). In addition, this paper will consider Schwitters’ 
letters to his wife, who remained in Hannover, and to his colleagues, some of whom 
remained in Germany, and others who fled elsewhere, to understand how Schwitters 
viewed his own position in the narrative created by the Nazis. The paper will conclude with 
an analysis of his collage, Opened by Customs, created in 1937/1938. This will further illustrate 
how the designation as ‘degenerate’ impacted on his aesthetic, which to this point had been 
largely haptic and random in its suturing of fragments, producing works and critical 
commentaries that favoured materiality over meaning and political expression. 

18.15 - 19.00: Wine Reception in the John Higgitt Gallery 



Speaker Biographies 

Mary-Ann Middelkoop studied History at the University of Utrecht and the London School 
of Economics, and is a PhD Candidate in History at Peterhouse, the University of 
Cambridge. Her doctoral thesis focuses on the visual arts and auswärtige Kunstpolitik in 
Germany during the years 1917-1932, and is funded by the Arts & Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC), Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst (DAAD) and the Prins 
Bernhard Cultuurfonds. She has worked as a researcher for the Commission for Looted Art 
in Europe, London since 2011. In October 2016, Mary-Ann was appointed Junior Research 
Fellow in Modern European History at Wolfson College, Cambridge, with the post-doctoral 
project 'A Thing of Fragile Beauty: Porcelain, War and Plunder in the Third Reich'. Mary-Ann 
is guest editor with Dr Bianca Gaudenzi and Dr Astrid Swenson of the Special Issue 'The 
Restitution of Looted Art in the Twentieth Century – Transnational and Global 
Perspectives', Journal of Contemporary History vol. 52, no. 3 (July 2017). 
 
Frances Blythe is a PhD candidate in History of Art at the University of Edinburgh, funded 
by the Arts & Humanities Research Council. Her research considers representations of 
home and homelessness in twentieth-century German landscape painting. She recently 
published an essay titled 'Border Crosser: Nolde as Outsider and the Problem of Heimat' in 
the accompanying catalogue to the retrospective Emil Nolde: Colour is Life at the National 
Gallery of Ireland (Feb-Jun 2018) and Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art (Jul-Oct 
2018), on which she has also lectured. Prior to commencing doctoral study Frances worked 
as a provenance researcher of Nazi-looted art for the Prints & Drawings Department of the 
British Museum and the Commission for Looted Art in Europe, and as a researcher on a 
retrospective of Thomas Schütte for the Museum of Modern Art in New York. She holds a 
BA in Modern Languages from the University of Cambridge and an MA in History of Art 
from the Courtauld Institute of Art. 
 
MaryKate Cleary is a PhD candidate in History of Art at the University of Edinburgh, 
where her research focuses on the Galerie Paul Rosenberg and the transnational market for 
Modern Art in the inter-war period. MaryKate has lectured widely on the history of the art 
market, provenance research and cultural property issues in the Nazi Era. She has taught as 
an Adjunct Professor at New York University, and guest-lectured at Columbia University, 
Stanford University, Loyola Law School, Warwick University, Kingston University, University 
of Zurich, and Christie's and Sotheby's Education. She previously held roles as Director of 
Research at Art Recovery Group, Collection Specialist in Painting & Sculpture at The 
Museum of Modern Art, Manager of Historic Claims and Research at the Art Loss Register 
London, as well as roles with Sotheby’s, artnet.com and the Jewish Museum New York. 
She holds a BA in German Literature from Catholic University in Washington, D.C., an MA 
in History of Art from the Courtauld Institute, and was a Fulbright Fellow at the Technische 
Universität Dresden. 
 
Cole Collins recently defended his thesis on Kurt Schwitters’ collages and his 
representation of women at Edinburgh College of Art. He has held awards from the 
Leverhulme Trust, has recently completed a short-term research fellowship at the Stiftung 
Arp e.V. Berlin, and is planning an edited volume exploring new perspectives on German 
collage. Cole currently lives in Munich where he runs bike tours of the city and is due to 
begin his role as a teaching assistant at Leuphana-Universität, Lüneburg, in October. He 
regularly contributes to and is assistant editor of Sch… the Journal of the Kurt Schwitters 
Society and is co-convenor with Freya Gowrley of the Collage Research Network.  


