
Answering Degenerate Art in 1930s London:
Routledge Research in Art Museums and
Galleries
In the tumultuous 1930s, Europe witnessed the rise of totalitarian regimes
that sought to control and manipulate cultural expression. Among these, the
Nazi regime in Germany unleashed a relentless campaign against modern
art, branding it as "degenerate" and unworthy of public display. This article
investigates the complex debates surrounding "degenerate art" in 1930s
London, exploring how artists, critics, and the public responded to the Nazi
regime's condemnation. Through the lens of Routledge Research in Art
Museums and Galleries, we delve into the historical significance of this
episode and its enduring relevance to contemporary art and culture.
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In 1933, the Nazi regime launched a systematic attack on modern art,
labeling it as "degenerate" and a threat to German values. This
condemnation was rooted in the Nazis' conservative ideology, which
glorified traditional and idealized forms of representation. Modern art, with
its abstract and experimental tendencies, was seen as a manifestation of
cultural decline and moral degeneracy.

The Nazis' campaign against degenerate art extended to museums and
galleries across Germany. Works by prominent artists such as Pablo
Picasso, Wassily Kandinsky, and Otto Dix were removed from public
collections and subjected to public ridicule. In 1937, the Nazis organized a
highly publicized exhibition in Munich titled "Degenerate Art," which
showcased more than 600 confiscated artworks as a warning against the
dangers of modernism.

"Degenerate Art" in 1930s London

The Nazi condemnation of modern art had significant repercussions in
London, a city that had long been a haven for avant-garde artistic
expression. In response to the Nazi propaganda, a number of exhibitions
were organized in London to showcase and defend modern art. These
exhibitions played a crucial role in shaping public opinion and challenging
the Nazi narrative.

One of the most influential exhibitions was the "International Surrealist
Exhibition" held at the London Gallery in 1936. This exhibition brought
together works by leading Surrealist artists from across Europe, including
Salvador Dalí, Max Ernst, and René Magritte. The exhibition presented a
defiant response to the Nazi condemnation of modern art, demonstrating



the vitality and diversity of artistic expression in the face of political
oppression.

Another significant exhibition was "Twentieth-Century German Art" held at
the Tate Gallery in 1938. This exhibition featured works by German artists
who had been labeled as "degenerate" by the Nazis. The exhibition
provided a platform for these artists to showcase their work and challenge
the Nazi propaganda.

Public Perception and Debate

The exhibitions organized in London in response to the Nazi condemnation
of modern art sparked lively debates in the public sphere. Newspapers and
magazines published articles exploring the complex issues surrounding
"degenerate art." Intellectuals and artists engaged in passionate
discussions about the role of art in society and the importance of artistic
freedom.

Public opinion on "degenerate art" was divided. Some people were
receptive to the Nazi propaganda and condemned modern art as a threat to
traditional values. Others were outraged by the Nazi censorship and
defended the right to artistic expression. The debates surrounding
"degenerate art" reflected the broader political and cultural tensions of the
time.

The Legacy of "Degenerate Art"

The Nazi condemnation of modern art had a profound impact on the art
world and beyond. It highlighted the dangers of artistic censorship and the
importance of protecting artistic freedom. The exhibitions organized in
London in response to the Nazi propaganda played a crucial role in raising



awareness about the threat to modern art and in challenging the Nazi
narrative.

The legacy of "degenerate art" continues to resonate in contemporary art
and culture. The term "degenerate art" has been used to describe art that
challenges social norms and conventions. Artists and critics continue to
draw inspiration from the works of artists who were labeled as "degenerate"
by the Nazis. The debates surrounding "degenerate art" serve as a
reminder of the importance of artistic freedom and the need to resist
censorship in all its forms.

The Nazi condemnation of modern art in 1930s London was a complex and
controversial episode that had a significant impact on the art world and
beyond. The exhibitions organized in London in response to the Nazi
propaganda played a crucial role in shaping public opinion, challenging the
Nazi narrative, and defending artistic freedom. The debates surrounding
"degenerate art" continue to resonate in contemporary art and culture,
highlighting the importance of artistic freedom and the need to resist
censorship in all its forms.
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