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Prologue
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If you lived through the 1930s and 1940s and had an interest in the world around you, you may have been aware that political, military, and media leaders used elements of drama and social psychology in the course of World War II. Many still remembered the devastating toll taken by World War I, and governments sought the most effective means of shaping emotions and opinions in this new conflict. Leaders orchestrated and shaped what was an ongoing, evolving history, creating a theatrical framework on both the home front and the front lines by applying elements of drama and new technologies that formed a consensual reality, a reality that fueled a media and entertainment industry that in turn—sometimes subtly, sometimes loudly—manipulated and maintained the illusions within and surrounding the war. All sides employed a variety of theatrical devices, each determined to ensure a hit. As in the theater, they competed with one another to make an impression, to secure and hold the audience’s interest, to arouse desire, and to provoke a response.

From the National Socialist blueprint—the Hitler script that was Mein Kampf and the elaborate, extravagantly staged Nazi performances at the Nuremberg rallies—to stirring British oratory and radio propaganda, to Roosevelt’s outmaneuvering of the isolationists on the home front, dramaturgy played a vital role in an event of global consequence.

In their influential work on symbolic interaction, Michael Overington and Iain Mangham document that the parallels between theater and warfare are unmistakable and of vital importance, so that under the direction of political leaders, the rigorous application of theatrical devices created a war-entertainment machine in America and Europe that took on a life of its own.

The broader notion that life and theater resemble one another is by no means just a twentieth- or twenty-first century one; it can be traced back to the dramatic unities of Aristotle and Shakespeare. But in WWII, this dramatic perspective took a new form, and leaders elevated spin to achieve their ends. Media was integrated with politics, spinning a tapestry the world had not yet seen.

In terms of history, drama was used to service this spin, to build a workers’ or citizens’ army, to obtain arms, to inspire fighting courage, for land and ideals, for a new society; for a Motherland forged in the Great Patriotic War; a Fatherland built on a utopian platform of world domination.

The freedoms built into America’s arsenal for democracy, the spirit of Avalon carried by the Commonwealth, the collective reforms in the USSR, the National Socialist German Workers Party, were led by master dramatists.

Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, Adolf Hitler, and Joseph Stalin functioned, as it were, as theatrical entrepreneurs, writer-directors who wrote, enacted, and implemented their own script. Hitler’s grand drama for his Third Reich began in the early 1930s. His intuitive understanding of staging and theatrics helped capture an entire nation. For the British, a meticulously realized theatrical structure was used to convince a country, alone against Hitler, of the need and, crucially, of their ability to fight and win an ultimate struggle. In the United States, where both cultural tradition and political pressure were urging Americans to remain firmly backstage, the act of engagement was a high priority for those who needed, by chance or circumstance, to be on the marquee.

Stalin’s rise was more brutal and less dramatic. He had to apply propaganda to establish his image in the eyes of the public. He had cities named after him; history books were rewritten presenting him as a leader playing a prominent role in the revolution of the Soviet Union and building him to the status of a mythological legend. Controlling media, he had his name included in the Soviet national anthem. Propaganda could build his revolution, but only if the masses rallied behind one another, transforming the message produced by his media machine into reality.

• • •

Erwin Goffman, a pioneer of impression management, argued that war, viewed in terms of a theatrical production, demonstrates that reality is or at least can be a reflection of dramatic intrusion. In other words, during wartime, life imitates art in dramatic ways. On all sides at all times during the war, strenuous efforts were made to provoke an emotional response and reaction from the audience. It was a time of costume and conflict, set and soliloquy, music and march, all this underscoring that war, while horribly real, could also be seen as a vast, epic drama, one created to enable populations to accept and cope with a terrifying reality.

As in a wartime film about adventurous aviators or a heroic king on the fields of Agincourt, a theatrical framework allowed political and military leaders to be supported by the entertainment and communications media, to structure the events of the war within accepted and understood dramatic conventions. Each sought to harness their own and the collective national energy to uplift and sustain the morale of their people—and also to chasten, even silence, critics.

• • •

In this war, had you been a general, part of your training would have been to learn to master both tactical skills and, more importantly, strategic ones, to manipulate and guide the behavior of your cast members, soldiers and civilians, in a manner that undermined or rewrote the enemy’s script, that enacted their own and used it to advance their cause.

If you had been a foot soldier on the front lines, you would have performed in uniform and played a highly risky but decisive role in a drama that demanded an emotional response from its audience back home.

If you were trapped with the British Expeditionary Force on the Western Front in France, you may have been dramatically rescued by the Royal Daffodil or the Bluebird of Chelsea, part of a courageous armada of small fishing craft, steamers, and ferries that took you back to England during the evacuation of Dunkirk and been one of the men who made it back home. You would have participated in what is often celebrated by the Brits, and called the Miracle of Dunkirk, with incalculable misfortune for the German forces.

In one of the stranger twists of World War II, Hitler’s armored units, seemingly on the verge of a stunning victory, suddenly halted their advance on Dunkirk. According to some accounts, Hermann Göring wanted to take a share of the spotlight and impress Hitler and boasted that his Luftwaffe alone could destroy the trapped troops by attacking from the air. But weather interceded.

The British could hardly believe their luck.

• • •

Göring’s planes were hampered by cloudy weather and then struck by British pilots flying their new Spitfires, buying time for the troops waiting on the beach and at Dunkirk harbor. After a two-day wait, realizing that Göring couldn’t live up to his plan so easily, Hitler ordered his armored columns to move on Dunkirk, but by this time, nearly the entire British Expeditionary Force had escaped by sea, knowing that someday, somewhere, they would fight Hitler again.

Had you been part of Operation Fortitude, a crucial misdirection strategy staged in parallel with the 1944 D-Day invasion, you would have been an actor taking part in an elaborate deception, complete with sets that were constructed with make-believe equipment. Thousands of inflated rubber tanks and landing craft, dummy airfields, and a mass of decoy lighting were placed at diversionary departure points. This was pure theater. Perhaps you would have added a public presence as you and General George S. Patton made appearances for bogus daily inspections. The Allies depended on Berlin to conduct aerial surveillance, and Hitler was convinced the plan was authentic, that Patton would indeed lead the invasion, landing at Calais. The deception worked. The invasion was in fact directed by Dwight Eisenhower and the landings were staged over two hundred miles away.

If you had crossed the English Channel and fought on the beaches of Normandy, you would have been part of a mighty road company with a cast of thousands. Thirty-eight convoys of 745 ships, with four thousand craft, landed 185,000 of your fellow soldiers and twenty thousand vehicles in three days. One thousand aircraft dropped another eighteen thousand paratroopers. Thousands of trucks and tanks with tons of supplies landed on the bloodstained beaches of Omaha, Utah, Juno, Sword, and Gold. This was an impersonal striking assault of force, and in the havoc of man and machine, a correspondent named Ernie Pyle wrote about horror, bravery, and sadness, impacting readers in a different way. Far more intimate than patriotic victories. If you had been along with Ernie on those beaches, you would have been witness to a personal and heartbreaking commentary that you might never forget: “It was a lovely day for a stroll.”

If you had been Jewish and lived in Europe, in all probability you would have gone to a concentration camp. If you were among the “lucky” ones, you might have ended up in Terezín, a place promoted as “Hitler’s gift to the Jews,” where you would unwittingly perform a part in an international performance. In return for your safety, you, along with the chosen few of Europe’s Jewry—among them artists and musicians, veterans of WWI, aristocrats and statesmen, and those who had distinguished themselves as lawyers, professors, and doctors—would have turned over your home, any works of art, and other assets in your possession. For this you would have found for yourself and your family a home, a safe haven in which to sit out the war. Arriving in your finest livery, with the expectation of comfortable, not to say luxurious, living standards, complete with a spa, you were confronted with the shocking reality. Conditions were appalling and you had merely secured for yourself a temporary stay at a transition camp from which you would, in all likelihood, eventually be transported to a work and extermination camp in the east: Auschwitz-Birkenau. If you had not already been shipped out by this stage, you would have witnessed an international inspection, conducted by the International Red Cross, to promote world opinion that the German soul was indeed deeply compassionate. In the course of the preceding days and weeks the camp had been carefully refurbished and beautified, becoming a Potemkin village where the Nazis staged a spin scam of spectacular proportions and temporary success.

If you were a music-loving child at Terezín at this time, you might have been chosen to take part in a children’s opera, one that was joyfully performed for the occasion. But afterward you would have been sent on a transport on the railway line extended for this purpose, freighted without hope, to the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

If you were a patriotic German living in the Fatherland, you may have been awestruck by the cathedral of lights at the Nuremberg rallies, at the torchlight parades and Thingplätze, capacious arenas constructed to stage events that embodied Teutonic culture, productions that climaxed with a representation of the führer descending as your god on a dramatic device, an Aryan deus ex machina. Had you been at a particular Munich performance, you might have been so engaged as to be one of the three hundred thousand inspired to join the Nazi Party the next day.

Had you been a general or German statesman at Wannsee, a stunning lakeside setting near Berlin, you would have watched Reich Protector Reinhard Heydrich, architect of the Holocaust, inaugurating the plans for the Final Solution, and then afterward you might have refreshed yourself without a care, enjoying the leisurely activities of the weekend.

There again, you may have been in Washington, and enlisted in Roosevelt’s platoon of poets, headed by laureate Archibald MacLeish, joining one of the alphabet of organizations that helped to script the war effort.

In the Soviet Union, you may have fought along with General Georgy Zhukov, who reached heroic status culminating in the Battle of Berlin.

Or back in London, you might have participated in one of Churchill’s brilliant “black” propaganda productions at Electra House where bogus radio stations transmitted broadcasts to Germany in perfect German, soap operas and concerts, while disseminating news, real and invented.

On the bombed-out home front in London, you would have heard Vera Lynn trilling “A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square” and “I’ll Be Seeing You,” or Gracie Fields belting out “There’ll Always Be an England,” as you waited for the lights to go on again all over the world. You would have heard music in the background taking you to another place, a hopeful time. You may have wondered, Is this not the stuff of drama?

As a witness to history unfolding before your eyes, you would have seen the shaping of World War II in dramatic terms to fit your country’s needs for national survival and military dominance.

You might also have taken a part as a narrator. If you had been a correspondent embedded in World War II, for instance, you would have used radio, newsreels, and print to report from up close and personal an evolving drama to a distant audience back home. You would have been part of a company of correspondents, an interpreter of a war, a player in a theatrical event that was controlled partly by the producers of the play. In the theater of national and international politics, sociologist Peter Hall writes, “No issue really develops without some staging around a dramatic event.”

• • •

Governments used oratory and entertainment to establish a framework that would support their respective wartime finales both in the theater of warfare and the theater surrounding and supporting this war, to inspire the home front audience. All sides needed this painstakingly constructed framework for the war.

Politics and propaganda are well-suited—in fact, intimate—companions. “In Wartime,” Winston Churchill told Franklin Roosevelt, “truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.” This particular war involved “tangle within tangle, conflict within conflict, plot and counter plot, ruse and treachery, cross and double cross, true agent, false agent, double agent, gold and steel, the bomb, the dagger, costume and deception, and the firing party interwoven in many a texture so intricate as to be incredible and yet true.”

It cannot be denied that war resembles theater. It cannot be denied that propaganda, in the various strands of the media, influences and shapes actual events and real conflicts. Each member of the audience must come to see that any given war can be better understood by considering the theatricality, the artifice, and the underlying truths as the drama unfolds.

One politician who discussed the connection between propaganda, politics, and theater was Edmund Burke, the eighteenth-century Irish statesman and political theorist. Born in Dublin, after moving to London he served as a member of Parliament, and came to see the stage as a powerful medium for interaction between manners and attitudes, and as a mirror of contemporary society. The stage was not only a reflection of life, but also a performance of life itself. Burke believed that drama was an education for the political statesman: politicians should analyze and treat men in much the same way as a dramatist does.

Central to this belief was the idea that the stage provided an insight into the motives of human beings in political situations. The stage could actually teach political actors how to make use of men and situations imaginatively. Great statesmen often knew the history of the stage and were well versed in all its techniques.

The war had many inherently theatrical aspects, including masterful mise en scène by the leaders, and propaganda was only one aspect of the production. The huge audiences for radio, motion pictures, and print media, as well as radical innovations in applicable technology, made this a very different war on the home front and the front lines.

The connection between theater and war is immediately evident in what is often a shared vocabulary: the war took place in the European theater and the Pacific theater; etymologically, “troupe” and “troops” are the same word; a successful show is a hit. But of course the parallels run much deeper, including seven fundamental categories:

1. Theater is a structure for ideas. War is a structure for ideology.

2. In theater, actors play characters. In war, people “play” soldiers.

3. Theater is performance. War is performance.

4. Theater is live. War is live.

5. Theater involves a scripted play. War follows a staging plan.

6. Theater uses props and costumes. War uses weapons and uniforms.

7. Theater has a director, a play with conflict, and an audience. War has a general, a script with conflict, and an audience.

• • •

Four leaders scripted the production in the European Theater of War. Each had his distinctive personality and little tolerance for interference. Franklin Roosevelt, hiding his steel leg braces worn since childhood, cloaked his masterful temperament in an amicable manner. Winston Churchill was much more tenacious, short, round, rosy, a mighty man in the trenches, a mighty talker, whose eloquent speech lisped in private conversation but knew no hesitation before a public or parliament in the ringing rhythms of Milton and the King James Bible. Adolf Hitler, dogmatic, ruthless, his character etched by ambition, feeling anchored in stone, and a persona framed by pose and posture, had little appeal except a rare jig, or a fondness for pretty ladies and well-behaved children, yet he proved an electrifyingly charismatic orator. And Joseph Stalin, the man of steel from Georgia, shrewd and silent, a master of secret service and intelligence, often quiet, but an expert manipulator achieving his grand ambition for Soviet society.

Such differences were not strange for leaders who did not come to power by accident. They had forced their way to the top because they were rulers by will and temperament, reaching their eminence, truly foreboding in responsibility, from such different backgrounds and such different processes. Two of the representatives of democracies had aristocratic heritage. Churchill liked to think of himself as half American, but he was English in every fiber of this being and every turn of thought. Hitler, while aspiring to some artistic appreciation, fell short from the canvas, born in modest surroundings, a failed artist and hollow bohemian who became a ruthless street fighter led by fanatical instinct. His intellect had no scholarly timbre.

In their lives and thought and view of government there was no common ground between Roosevelt and Churchill, Hitler and Stalin, except that they were adept politicians, gaining control of their respective governments, the president by free election, the prime minister by circumstance, the German leader by treachery, and Stalin by cunning manipulation.

Here the commonality ends. Roosevelt typified the oldest America. His Groton-Harvard-Hyde Park background was as remote from Hitler’s as the White House was from Berchtesgaden. Churchill’s childhood landscape was the estate at Blenheim Palace. His Marlborough heritage, his education at Harrow, were fitting for a man of honor. Stalin’s early years were spent in a seminary, until his cunning and determination led him on the path to power. Hitler was the son of an illegitimate father, a product of a state public school, a Volksschule rooted in discipline and Austrian/German nationalism, and ultimately a product of his manifesto, Mein Kampf.

Neither Churchill, nor Roosevelt, nor Stalin could imagine such a focused fanatic, a conspirator who in singular focus, organized revolt, and revolution had taken control of a land that had produced some of the most respected scientists and composers, artists, and writers. He would go on to write a masterful if deranged script for its destiny, its future history.

Historical drama does not stand still, however. Sooner or later, even for each of the conquerors with whom Hitler not unreasonably classified himself—Caesar, Alexander, Napoleon—the curtain must fall. For him as for them, it would fall on a tragedy.


ACT I

Behind the Scenes in a Sundered Country: The Nazis Set the Stage in the European Theater

In war, the boundary between actor and audience is more ambiguous than it seems. The roles in a live performance continually change. While a government and its leaders frame scenes to which the public will respond, the public’s response gives the event its validity.

—Conor Cruise O’Brien

Without any acknowledgement of their contribution to Germany, the Jewish population is presented as an enemy of the people, a useful concept Hitler advances to gain stage presence. He identifies them vividly, with a yellow star, dehumanizing, degrading, and adding a flourish of visual potency.

The People’s Choric Theater is established as a highlight of prewar National Socialism. Taking its lessons from the Germans Piscator and Brecht, who reimagined “epic theater” with its use of the Greek chorus, the People’s Choric Theater takes over stages nationwide as Goebbels produces a play called The Road to the Third Reich, with its inspiring tale of a Teutonic knight who returns from war abroad to find his Fatherland taken over by political opportunists.

Joseph Goebbels, heading the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, meets with Hitler every day. The minister is a small man, but when standing always reaches to be taller. His shifting, darting eyes blink incessantly, so much so he is called “der blink” in inner circles. He is fond of his uniform, and his actions are well defined. The ministry grows steadily and Joseph Goebbels directs all media. Radio is exploited to its full potential with radio companies receiving grants from the government to build cheaper receivers.

Lighting, posters, drums, patriotic songs, precision-marching troops dressed in a wardrobe of brown shirts, black boots, gray tunics, medals, and ribbons, are part of the stagecraft that reinforces the message.

Then, the collaborators stage their most dramatic event—Nuremberg—with a highly effective, stirring drama to inspire the masses. Theirs is a political movement in a great hurry, losing no time in establishing its own glittering mythology with a calendar of feast days. All the swastika-draped occasions are planned to coincide with the Reich’s favorite holidays, a congeries of Christian, pagan, and traditional German celebration. Recast as the Holy Spirit, Hitler joins the Holy Trinity, and from “The Night of the Long Knives” to “Kristallnacht,” from the grotesque artifice of Theresienstadt to the horrors coolly calculated at Wannsee, the stage for the globally devastating drama is set.

• • •

When writing about any other country, a military historian might begin with its history and people, the architecture, the atmosphere; but in Germany, one would have to begin and end with politics. Its political landscape is as fascinating as anything nature has created, the formidable mountain fortresses of the Alps notwithstanding.

In Berlin, above the treetops of the Tiergarten, gleamed the golden figure of an immense Winged Victory celebrating a series of Prussian triumphs over the French, Danes, Austrians, and Bavarians. The statue’s sandstone blocks supported a two-hundred-foot column, ringed with the barrels of French cannons captured in the Danish-Prussian War. It has been a Victory Column looking over Berlin, its subsequent wars, its politics, and a symbol of a cultural capital.

During the 1920s, the whole world camped out on the doorstep of the city, attending theater, arguing about art in Kurfürstendamm cafés, and listening to music. Summing up the charm of Berlin, the phrase Berliner Luft, the “air of Berlin,” comes to mind. The meaning is also a matter of intangibles—the singing in beer gardens, the citizens’ incessant joke-telling, and the spirit of the time. All of these had a heady effect on the quality of life.

But before the Nazis rose to power in 1933, Berlin under the Weimar Republic was a city of social contrast, and theater. In Berlin, the English and Americans came and went in droves. Playwright Christopher Isherwood, author of Goodbye to Berlin, gave English lessons and in return received life lessons. Paul Whiteman and his orchestra received ovations at the Philharmonic; Josephine Baker, dressed only in a bunch of bananas, caused a sensation at the Nelson Revue. Shortly before, Albert Einstein and Max Planck had been teaching physics at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute. Siemens Electrical Engineering Company was sparking, and Krupp was producing steel at the height of the golden age.

After the German defeat in World War I, with inflation wildly out of control, Germany’s golden era was a heroic but threadbare age of the Threepenny Opera by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill, of Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel with Marlene Dietrich. Theater was influenced by Max Reinhardt and Erwin Piscator, who specialized in the atmosphere of illusion. Their innovative techniques included revolving stages, treadmills, and the use of the theater as a vehicle for social reportage. Actors paraded around with placards and signs, newsreel footage was projected to complement the drama onstage, and on one occasion there was the sound of simulated heartbeats.

Visitor and Berliner alike could go to a different play or opera every night as well as attend notably different performances where tradition was challenged and mores became unbuttoned. There were beer gardens, plays and operas, vaudeville and cabarets where Marlene Dietrich displayed her incredible legs and in a smoky voice sang “Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuss auf Liebe eingestellt” to an enchanted and appreciative cabaret audience.

In the great parks, Berliners took Sunday strolls over bridle paths, past lakes with wild ducks and small winding streams that led to the Victory Mall, where Germany’s conquering heroes, kings, princes, and generals stood in splendid array, dressed as cavalry gentlemen with tunic and sword.

Nearby, at its northernmost edge, stood the ornate, domed Reichstag, home of the German parliament, which withstood the ravages of time until it fell victim to a mysterious fire, which among other things ushered in the rise of a man from humble origins to formidable power, from struggling young Austrian artist to chancellor of Germany. He needed an excuse, he needed to assert an iron grip on the whole of Germany, and he needed more than a fire to fan the will of the German people.

Eventually, the marginalized people drawn to German nationalism found it impossible to adjust to a democratic Germany. The majority were nihilists, super-patriots, militarists, and thugs, forming the backbone of the Nazi Party who declared war on the avant-garde, the Jews, the Bolsheviks, anything that was not identifiably Teutonic.

With spin, the county would adopt a directed consciousness to influence perception of people and events, a confluence of professional communication, public relations, impression management, and propaganda, creating a unified public perception that would in time drive a war.

The German army took notice and rehearsed using costumes and props, playing war in backyard playgrounds and sand-boxes. Under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, the German army was limited to one hundred thousand troops, and modern weapons were barred. The victorious Allies limited a defeated Germany to a skeletal self-defense force, one without offensive potential. Or so they thought.

There were some who did not want to follow the imposed restrictions, notably the highest-ranking officer in the Reichswehr, a defense force from 1918 until 1935, General Hans von Seeckt. Von Seeckt appeared as an “old-fashioned” Prussian military man with a monocle, his costume projecting a comforting if slightly ludicrous image. Beneath this exterior, however, was a man intent upon restoring Germany to its former military prowess. Indeed, he skillfully circumvented the Versailles Treaty’s rules and created a well-schooled force of bright, physically rugged enlisted men who signed on for a twelve-year tour. It was all a deception. Von Seeckt was planning for the emergence of National Socialism.

With the equipment of modern warfare beyond his grasp, the general used props to choreograph his troops in conflict. His soldiers constructed ersatz tanks by housing automobiles in covers made of canvas, cardboard, and tin. Wooden anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns were hewn to perfectly resemble their authentic counterparts. Targets for gunners were built from Black Forest pine and balloons. To disguise his long-term plans, in newsreels projected in Germany and abroad, von Seeckt participated in publicity campaigns designed to show army personnel learning occupational skills as a prelude to re-entering the civilian workforce. While von Seeckt was nurturing the nucleus of the most powerful war machine the world had ever seen, the nations that had defeated Germany a decade before laughed at his army’s efforts to free themselves from the shackles of Versailles.

Then, on February 27, 1933, a scene of expansive dramatic proportions was scripted with a fire set by an arsonist that raged through the Reichstag, and the fire inflamed support for Hitler’s National Socialist Party in the subsequent elections. Following Chancellor Paul von Hindenburg’s death on August 2, 1934, Hitler assumed the role of German head of state, consolidating Nazi power. In his first foreign policy statements, Hitler lodged a protest after Berlin’s most prominent building was set alight: “Whoever lights the torch of war in Europe can wish for nothing but chaos.” The plausibility of Hitler’s pacific foreign policy melted when he repudiated the Versailles Treaty and jettisoned the ban on German rearmament. Von Seeckt’s troops constituted the core of noncommissioned officers at the center of the German army, renamed the Wehrmacht.

Alarmed by this resurgence of German militarism, France, Britain, and America’s President Roosevelt reprimanded the newly installed führer. Hitler used a device with which he had become familiar during his Sturm und Drang (“Storm and Stress”) years while fighting the left: a bold lie. Promising each expansion of the German military would be the last, he constructed plans for a loud war machine, stronger than those of any potential adversary. Paradoxically, as Germany rearmed, diplomatic protests from the allies of World War I became a whisper. But it all soon became a shout coupled with pomp and circumstance reminiscent of Imperial Germany. Adolf Hitler, aggrandizer of the Reich, celebrated his birthday. Diplomats of “friendly” nations, including the US chargé d’affaires, signed the register at the grand new Chancellery.

His Majesty the King of England sent the führer the birthday greetings he customarily sent to all rulers. Church bells rang from swastika-decorated churches as the day began. Labor Front leader, Dr. Robert Ley, presented the führer with a Volkswagen, an inexpensive, German-manufactured car not yet available to the public. From the more military-minded came birthday gifts of pistols, hand grenades, an assortment of knives and daggers, and a live eagle, which the führer released into the Bavarian mountains.

Due attention was given to proper dress. One practiced in stagecraft knew the value of such things—costumes carry an impression. When Hitler came to power, Germany suddenly blossomed out into a wide variety of uniforms. Hitler preferred brown khaki. His generals: Herman Göring, a loose-fitting gray tunic; Reinhard Heydrich, a more slimming line with black stripes to show off his tall good looks. No matter the fabric, each uniform was highlighted with a red armband with a circle of white, with a black swastika at its center. No expense was spared. Heinrich Himmler demanded black and commissioned Hugo Boss in Bavaria to design and manufacture uniforms for the SS, the Schutzstaffel, a major paramilitary organization under Adolf Hitler.

Uniforms in the military, as on stage, were designed to command authority, to instill superiority, to create an impression, to instill fear, to project power.

There were Stormtroopers in brown, SS men in black, the Labor Corps in green, Hitler Youth in shorts, brown shirts, and Sam Browne belts, and the young ladies of the BDM (Bund Deutscher Mädel, the League of German Girls) in black skirts and white blouses; there even were the Pimpfe, the cub scouts of the Nazi movement, dressed in black as mini-SS men. They all thronged in crowds: “We want to see our Führer!”

Along with uniform, Hitler knew that a dramaturge must craft a script to express some aspect of reality, some measure of experience, some vision or conviction about the world. Like any artist, he shaped his personal vision of many experiences into an organized script that was more than words on a page: it was a blueprint of a special kind of experience created to appeal as much to the ear as to the eye. He spent much time practicing gestures before a mirror, to be effective, to give emphases, to dramatically persuade. He effected a technique that began before he ever took to the stage, usually using the rhythm of a battery of synchronized drums, beating slowly then building in tempo, and when the masses were ready, he came onstage, saying nothing at first, posing and looking over the thousands in attendance, and then speaking very quietly, as the crowd leaned forward to hear every word, and then in an almost hypnotized cadence, raised his voice to a feverish pitch, making every point emphatically, with the crowd chanting “Sieg Heil” in unison.

It was the proud, often mythical past that Hitler himself would turn to in creating his production—he had a paranoid and unremitting hatred for any cultural creation or movement more modern than that of the Wagner era. Kulturpolitik was high on his list of priorities.

Indeed, the destruction of Germany began in Berlin not with the first air raids of World War II, but with the burning of books in Berlin on May 10, 1933. On that notorious occasion, on the Opernplatz, next to the State Opera where Mendelssohn’s music was born, great bonfires were lit and students in brown uniforms threw tons of books, countless works of great literature, into the flames. For the first time in modern history, the Nazi government chose to willfully loot, to burn books, and to destroy art treasures in its own museums, in an effort to destroy the past in place of the new.

Up the steps of every stage strode Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister, known for his deep and virulent anti-Semitism, which in time led him to support the extermination of the Jews through the Final Solution. After earning a PhD from Heidelberg University in 1921, he went on to work as a journalist and later a bank clerk, and in his spare time wrote novels and plays, all rejected by publishers. Then Goebbels was conscripted into Hitler’s theater, becoming a leading performer in the National Socialist German Workers’ Party.

He was on hand to address the crowd and newsreel cameras at Berlin’s great editorial bonfire, and so, indeed, the destruction of Germany began on that notorious day in 1933 when Nazi loyalty rituals scripted the event. The Sturmabteilung (a paramilitary group under the Nazi Party), wearing their familiar brown shirts, threw the books into the flames. Goebbels addressed the crowd and the newsreel cameras: the burning of books, he said, was a symbolic action to “show the world that a new Germany will ascend from the flames in our own hearts.” That evening, more than thirty thousand books were burned, part of a calculated effort to redefine German culture and world history.

Like many propaganda events, such as those at Nuremberg, the book burnings were designed as spectacle. The fires turned the work of great German thinkers and philosophers, who had been central to European literature and philosophy for centuries, to ash. Leibnitz, Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger had to be dispensed with in place of Nazi ideology. Likewise the books of American writers Jack London, Ernest Hemingway, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, and Helen Keller. A century earlier, Heinrich Heine, the great German poet, wrote: “Where one burns books, one will, in the end, burn people.”

During this time, Germany appeared as a country in a film running backward, with two ideologies, both profane, both about political doctrine and performance. One was the war against democracies and communism, the other, at its core—blatantly clear since Hitler’s Mein Kampf—a ruthless war against European Jewry. Now came Anschluss. That’s what the Germans called it. What did it mean? With the annexation of Austria, almost six million Jewish people were doomed in places where they were not wanted, for whom the world had become divided into countries where they could not live and countries that they could not enter. A favorite sport in Vienna was local residents looking on and cheering as prominent Jewish women were forced to scrub sidewalks on their knees in their lingerie. Their property and homes were confiscated, and those who couldn’t leave were isolated and rounded up for slave labor and sent to a concentration camp called Mauthausen, in a small village in upper Austria. This was the end of illusion. The Germans were looking to expand their systematic march through Europe.

In the score of Kurt Weill’s play Mahagonny, about a fictitious city that goes up in flames, actors carried signs stating, “Let’s destroy the other fellow.” They sang a song about not needing a typhoon or hurricane because “whatever damage they can do, we can do ourselves.” With Stormtroopers already marching outside the theater, the final refrain must have been chilling: “There was a day and it’s all gone by.” The opera had its premiere in Leipzig in March 1930 and played in Berlin in December of the following year until it was banned by the Nazis in 1933.

How did the day go by? When did Hitler’s drama begin? How did one man, one nation, one spirit draft the script for a war to end all wars? The historical origins of Nazi propaganda and Adolf Hitler’s meteoric rise to power can be traced back to his Mein Kampf, where he devoted two chapters to analyzing the importance of propaganda and its practice. Hitler wrote about the aims of a propagandist in indoctrinating a population and the importance of ensuring the continued propagation of the message: “The first duty of the propagandist is to win over people who can subsequently be taken into the organization. And the first duty of the organization is to select and train men who will be capable of carrying on the propaganda.” The organization’s second duty “is to disrupt the existing order of things and thus make room for the penetration of the new teaching which it represents, while the duty of the organizer must be to fight for the purpose of securing power, so that the doctrine may finally triumph.”

• • •

Adolf Hitler himself appeared in this latest production: the making of a dictator.

The footlights began illuminating the stage on a day in January 1923, when the Nazi Party started to recruit thousands of new members, many of whom were victims of inflation. Economic upheaval generally breeds political upheaval; Germany in the 1920s was no exception to this rule.

The Bavarian state government defied the Weimar Republic after Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicated, accusing it of being too far to the left. An army corporal who had served Germany in World War I declared at a public rally on October 30, 1923, that he was prepared to march on Berlin to rid the government of the communists and the Jews. A week later, he held a rally at a Munich beer hall. He stood on a table and, from his revolver, fired a shot into the air and proclaimed a revolution, leading two thousand armed “Brownshirts” into the streets in an attempt to take over the Bavarian government. The police resisted the putsch after more than a dozen were killed in the fighting. Adolf Hitler was arrested for high treason, received a five-year sentence, and was imprisoned at Landsberg Fortress.

During the trial, he took advantage of the occasion to transform the proceedings into a propaganda triumph. Acting as his own lawyer, he put on a dazzling display of oratory, taking full blame for the uprising. His courtroom behavior made a deep impression on many Germans who began to regard him as a force to be reckoned with.

Hitler served only nine months of his sentence at Landsberg am Lech. Within its walls, he lectured his fellow prisoners and walked in the garden of what was more a country home than a prison. With almost psychic intervention, in his quietest moments he was convinced that he could change Germany. Often, packages would arrive with the German black bread he loved so much, as well as sausages from a shop in nearby Munich that he had frequently visited because it offered the best-tasting bratwurst in the world. Loyal to its customer, the shop sent him a regular supply.

Hitler was convinced it was German black bread that sustained him and Richard Wagner’s music that gave him inspiration; sweets were the icing on the cake. He loved plum pie and strudel made with Bavarian apples, which in the notably relaxed restrictions of the prison he was able to enjoy fully. He shared these delights over conversations with Rudolf Hess who, after hearing Hitler speak in 1920, was instantaneously and forever devoted to him. They had something in common, believing in astrology, and the stars must have been aligned to bond their friendship. After commanding the small SA battalion during the Beer Hall Putsch, Hess also served seven and a half months in Landsberg.

In these reasonably comfortable surroundings, acting as Hitler’s private secretary and understudy, the receptive Hess transcribed and edited Hitler’s book Mein Kampf. Eventually, Hess became, after Hitler and Göring, the third-most powerful man in Germany.

The first volume of Mein Kampf became the political script of the Nazi movement. It was dictated to Rudolf Hess, who, with his aristocratic underpinnings and education, afforded Hitler an opportunity to create his blueprint. Hitler told the story of his life, his philosophy, and detailed the proposal of the program he had resolved to achieve for Germany, a blueprint intended to restore the nation’s honor after the Germans had been disgraced by the Treaty of Versailles, whose hard terms demanded reparations, a dismantled military, and the annexing of German territories.

He never failed to express his views regarding propaganda as if it were part of his genetic code. “Propaganda should not be addressed to the individual but always to the masses,” he wrote. “For propaganda is no more an affair of science than an advertising poster is art. Propaganda should be directed to the emotions rather than the intellect, and must be popular and simple enough for it to impress itself on the average mind.”

After his release from Landsberg, Hitler reconstructed his movement. Assisted by two cast members, met at party meetings, Dr. Joseph Goebbels, his propaganda wizard, and Captain Hermann Göring, a World War I flying ace, he went about the critical business of winning mass support.

At a national Nazi Party conference held in February 1926, Hitler and his comrades in Bavaria outmaneuvered northern party members led by Gregor Strasser, stripping the former leader of any influence in the growing Nazi movement. With rare political acumen, Hitler used his oratorical skill to attract both left and right. His propaganda appealed to the lower classes hit by the economic depression. At the same time, his insistence on attaining power by legal means gave him prestige with the military, the nationalists, and the conservatives.

This combination of insight into mass psychology and the willingness to work with the conservative right was a powerful factor in elevating Hitler to supreme political power. He gradually recovered the ground he had lost since the abortive Beer Hall Putsch. By 1930, he was the undisputed head of the Nazi movement. Money began to flow into the party’s coffers from rich Rhineland industrialists who saw in Hitler their best safeguard against the unions and communism, which did not serve their aims, restricting profits and production. At the same time, Hitler drew increasingly solid support from Germany’s polished society, as well as from discontented workers, to both of whom he promised security and relief, through revolution, from despoliation by Jewish financiers.

Germany was not alone, and international companies outside the perimeters of German Nationalism had much to gain, adding to their own corporate coffers. This participation helped Hitler gain both financial support and political power for the German people, as they had been in a depression.

A productive number of American road companies that earned hefty profits in Germany and industrialist Henry Ford made annual birthday gifts of 50,000 Deutschmarks to Adolf Hitler. With Hitler in power in the 1930s, the Ford production, known as Ford-Werke A.G., had no limits in Germany. On Ford’s seventy-fifth birthday, in 1938, he received a Nazi medal, the Grand Cross of the German Eagle, designed for “distinguished foreigners.” Henry Ford never returned the medal, and Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes publicly denounced its acceptance.

Many American companies were complicit in Germany’s rise to power, serving their own financial interests, as the Reich benefited from the influx of capital. General Motors owned Adams Opel. Wilhelm Keppler, one of Hitler’s top economic advisers, had deep ties in the Kodak Company. When Nazism was on the rise in the 1930s, Keppler advised Kodak to fire its Jewish workers. Chase Bank was also a prominent player. They froze European Jewish customers’ accounts and cooperated by providing banking services to Germany.

Standard Oil set up an alliance with I.G. Farben, a division of the Bayer Company, to produce artificial rubber and gasoline from coal for the Nazis. William Randolph Hearst worked with the Nazi Party to help promote a positive image of the new Germany through the American media. In 1934, he traveled to Germany, where he was received by Hitler as a guest and friend.

• • •

Hitler’s recurring theme in his script was that the Jews were involved with communists in a joint conspiracy to take over the world. He claimed that 75 percent of all communists were Jews, and argued that the combination of Jews and Marxists had already been successful in Russia and now threatened the rest of Europe. He also asserted that the Communist Revolution was an act of revenge that attempted to disguise the inferiority of the Jews. In one performance on July 27, he spoke to sixty thousand devotees in Brandenburg, to nearly as many in Potsdam, and that evening to one hundred and twenty thousand massed in the giant Deutsches Stadion in Berlin, while outside an additional one hundred thousand heard his voice over loudspeakers.

“We are on the threshold of history and a new Germany!”


CHAPTER 1

Introducing the Führer, Joseph Goebbels, and Heinrich Himmler

[image: images]

Hitler, in his role as an actor, not only performed, but also personified an exorcism of a shameful past. He sought audience empathy and response, playing “Deutschland, Deutschland über alles” in specially constructed stadiums and halls, theaters, and open-air amphitheaters all over Germany. The stirring German national anthem, composed by Joseph Hayden, with lyrics by August von Fallersleben, contributed to the pageantry.

Within a theatrical framework that focused on his own destiny, Hitler was a proficient organizer and was brilliant in his application of impression management. He created a character that went well beyond the publication of Mein Kampf, and, in so doing, he assumed the role of director, casting himself as führer. Everything, from his personally designed uniform through an affected walk, usually with his hands folded behind his back, to well-staged photo opportunities with children documenting a kind and compassionate leader, and the outstretched arm giving a salute from his open-air Mercedes, became part of his persona.

Directing his struggle, he showed remarkable shrewdness in keying his message to the distress, the fears, and the hopes of other Germans. It was Hitler’s skill as an orator that helped him first to become recognized within the party and then to become its most influential member. Indeed, his oratorical skills enabled him to make his mark quickly, as within only a few months he became a featured speaker of the infant National Socialist German Workers Party. One reason why his speeches were so effective at drawing crowds was that he spent a great amount of time before a mirror, perfecting his image and his movements while being photographed by the Nazi Party’s official photographer, Heinrich Hoffman, and his assistant, Leni Riefenstahl, who was to become the legendary director of Triumph of the Will.

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
SPINNING HISTORY





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
SPINNING HISTORY

Politics and Propaganda in

World War II

NATHANIEL LANDE

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/img.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





