
itarianism (Adding Reflections from Kiefer and Baselitz)’, the fore-
runners of these discontents of the heroisation of work are traced 
back to what is presumably their 19th-century beginnings in art:  
the works of Jean-François Millet and his close follower van Gogh. In 
contrast to the exclusion of later totalitarian visual culture, however, 
Millet and van Gogh expose the dark unheimlichkeit of the heroisation 
of work – an uncanniness which furthermore re-emerges when the 
German post-war artists Anselm Kiefer and Georg Baselitz decon-
struct the heroisation of rural life and its suppressed brutalities. 
Wamberg also reveals some of the genealogies in the history of ideas 
pertaining to the heroisation of work, demonstrating, for instance, 
how Thomas Carlyle’s proto-fascist ideas were not only projected onto 
a blank slate when the Nazi sympathiser Heidegger read van Gogh 
through Ernst Jünger’s Carlylean lens, but were in fact intended into 
paint by van Gogh himself.

But in order to expose such genealogies of totalitarian visual cul-
ture, we need, of course, an idea of totalitarianism as such – which 
is not at all a pre-determined phenomenon. On the contrary, as 
Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen explores in ‘Approaching Totalitarianism 
and Totalitarian Art’, introducing the section labelled ‘Reception’, the 
originally fascist – and positive – notion of the totalitarian state, in 
which all aspects of social life were integrated into the political 
sphere, became a contested category in the Cold War period. Because 
the Cold War bundled together fascist, Nazi and communist regimes, 
its left-wing critics considered it a political instrument through which 
liberal theoreticians such as Hannah Arendt presented Western  
capitalist democracies as the optimal form of society, declaring any 
kind of left-wing criticism of these democracies potentially fascist. 
However, following inter-war radical leftists such as Karl Korsch, 
Bolt Rasmussen does not think this makes the notion of totalitari-
anism as such spurious; rather, in accordance with Giorgio Agam-
ben’s ideas, he posits it as a counter-revolutionary tendency in all 
modern systems, including the so-called democracies: a state-of-
emergency excluding undesirable humans from the state, reducing 
them to bare life in refugee or prison camps. Only through this  
shifted scale of grey tones, Bolt Rasmussen claims, can we under-
stand how much genuinely revolutionary potential, not least in 
avant-garde art, was actually blossoming in Italy, Germany and  
Russia, before it was liquidated or at least subdued by counter- 
revolutions freezing into totalitarian regimes. 



Perhaps because the Italian fascist regime was in fact the least  
‘totalitarian’ one, compared to the thoroughly regulated version 
Mussolini wished for, it allowed this potential to have the greatest 
ramifications. Thus, according to Marla Stone’s ‘The Turn to Culture 
in Fascist Historical Studies’, at the same time as historians are re-
moving the barrier between pre-fascist and fascist when analysing the 
Futurist fetish of speed, violence and techno logy, many studies are 
showing how cleverly the fascist regime made use of diverse kinds 
of avant-gardism, from Futurism itself to expressionism and con-
structivism. These insights should not lead to a revisionist stance, 
putting fascism and resistance on the same moral level, but they do 
make the picture of what counts as avant-garde and, more broadly, 
as modern culture, more blurred.

Matters get especially complicated when artworks commissioned 
by totalitarian regimes are somehow supposed to be part of the her-
itage of their post-totalitarian followers, such as is the case with 
monuments of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) after the Ger-
man unification, analysed in Kristine Nielsen’s ‘Whatever Happened 
to Ernst Barlach? East German Political Monuments and the Art  
of Resistance’. One strategy is to convert such monuments into ‘art’, 
i.e. declare them to be sufficiently autonomous as to transcend their 
former political framework. This transcendence can even be judged 
to work retroactively, as exemplified by Sibylle Bergemann’s GDR-
commissioned photographs of the genesis of Engelhardt’s Marx and 
Engels monument in Berlin: their unfinished states in her photo-
graphs, the monument hovering horizontally in mid-air in some of 
them, remind post-1989 viewers of the later dismantling of commu-
nist monuments. Even though Nielsen points out that Bergemann 
and other East German artists earnestly referred to the Weimar  
Expressionist sculptor Ernst Barlach, an artist officially accepted by 
the GDR, such references are, following the German unification, over-
looked or seen as ironic, to prevent the GDR and post-GDR senses 
of modernity from collapsing into each other.

What, indeed, becomes of modern values in the thoroughly regu-
lated systems of Nazism and, especially, communism? To their own 
citizens, of course, the Soviet and Nazi regimes intended to portray 
themselves as the true possessors of modernity, in striking contrast to 
the decadent bourgeois cultures of Western capitalism. As explained 
in the section ‘Totalitarian society visualised’, spectacular forums for 
such self-portrayals were huge exhibitions like the Great German Art 



Exhibition in Munich in 1937 (analysed by Sandra Esslinger in ‘Veiled 
Modernity in National Socialist Museum Practices’), and the All- 
Union Agricultural Exhibition, staged in Moscow two years later (ana-
lysed by K. Andrea Rusnock in ‘The Art of Collectivisation: The 1939  
All-Union Agricultural Exhibition’). 

These exhibitions signalled progress primarily through the uni-
form image of strength, vitality and diligence which they distilled 
from the masses of their nations. Whereas the Stalinist mega-show 
made public the alleged success of communist agriculture – the one 
founded on collectivisation, five-year plans, scientific principles, and 
the implementation of modern technologies – the Nazi exhibition 
aimed to build up a more general image of the German Volk, stressing 
its superiority through pictures of prototypical warriors and labour-
ers, healthy housewives and primordial German landscapes. To con-
temporary analysts, the neo-classical language of both the pictures 
of these exhibitions and the architecture framing them could easily 
be written off as purely conservative in practice. Especially the  
German case provokes this judgment, as it staged itself in specific 
contrast to what later became the embodiment of Western progress, 
the Degenerate Art Exhibition, with its examples of allegedly deca-
dent art from expressionism to cubism. 

And yet both exhibitions made use of what would also, by capi-
talist standards, count as the most modern exhibition techniques, 
including controlled light and mass-produced catalogues. Perhaps, 
as Esslinger remarks about the German case, the distance is not so 
great, after all, to the nationalist evolutionist narratives staged in the 
white cubes of capitalist modernist museums.

In the case of Nazism, at least, Paul Jaskot makes the related point 
that specifically capitalist economic concerns are still to be found  
in the underlying rationale of Nazi monumental buildings. In his  
‘Totalitarian Model or Fascist Exception? The Political Economy of 
Hitler’s State Architecture’, Jaskot first notes a striking over-all con-
vergence of aesthetic and economic forces in the shaping of this  
architecture, oriented as it was towards the classical building mate-
rials: stone drapery around a core of masonry. These materials, with 
appropriate links to both classical antiquity and home-grown Ger-
man architecture, were recommended by Hitler himself in Mein 
Kampf, but their promotion was later reinforced by the military in-
dustry’s need for steel, which discouraged modern-style building 
with concrete around steel armatures. And with the mobilisation of 



large-scale slave labour for quarrying in the concentration camps, 
specific capitalist enterprises with the SS were set up for the build-
ing of monumental stone architecture such as Wilhelm Kreis’s Sol-
diers Hall on Speer’s north-south axis of Berlin.

In the last section of the book, ‘Totalitarian and/or modernist 
art?’, the focus shifts from exhibitions and architecture to paintings. 
The emphasis is on exploring how absolute the boundaries were  
separating pictorial art produced under democratic and totalitarian 
conditions, respectively. Judging from the Soviet painter Aleksandr 
Deineka’s 1934-35 visit to the United States, analysed by Christina 
Kiaer in ‘Modern Soviet Art Meets America, 1935’, the differences 
were not profound here either. Probably because both nations re-
garded themselves as young countries struggling for freedom, and 
the United States had not yet embraced European avant-garde art, 
American critics were surprisingly friendly towards Deineka’s art and 
the more general exhibition of Soviet art which soon followed in 
Phila delphia. Also, Deineka expressed admiration for American  
realists like Thomas Hard Benton, and himself depicted US metro-
politan settings, beach life, fashion and motorways, complete with 
billboards and abandoned cars. The undertones of alienation which 
are possible to detect re-emerge, on the other hand, as a general 
questioning of modern life in Deineka’s post-American works, con-
trasting somewhat with the Stalinist programme of Socialist Real-
ism famously presented at the Soviet Writers’ Congress, which also 
took place in 1934.

Similar pockets of un-totalised modernity are detected by  
Jørn Guldberg in the art world of the German Democratic Republic 
(‘Legacy, Heritage or History? A Study of Artistic Agency in the Art 
Scene of the GDR, 1949-1989 and beyond’). In spite of the system’s 
attempt to regulate the production and reception of art down to the 
smallest detail, two cases demonstrate alternative stances: on the one 
hand, the indifference of Bernard Kretzschmar, whose hibernated 
modernism was tolerated because of its vague and accordingly harm-
less iconography; on the other hand, the ambivalence of Wolfgang 
Mattheuer, whose critical questioning of the surveillance, stagnation 
and industrial rape of communism was left in its pictorial encryp-
tion, because translating it into words would transpose the critical 
stance to the translator himself. Ironically, Mattheuer began losing 
that faith in the system he had, in fact, kept since its establishment, 
as its control of the artists decreased starting in the 1970s. For, in his 



own words: ‘When we are no longer told to supply pictures of har-
mony, then pictures of protest and conflict also become invalid.’

In the book’s final contribution, Olaf Peters’s ‘Aesthetic Solipsism: 
The Artist and Politics in Max Beckmann 1927-1938’, the perspective 
shifts once again towards totalitarian experiences across the poli tical 
spheres. Although later adopted into the modernist canon of auton-
omous form experimentation, Beckmann himself only actively pur-
sued this un-political space in the years following the Nazi conquest 
and his subsequent position as an émigré in Holland. While still dis-
illusioned by the relativist values and mass culture of the Weimar  
republic, Beckmann presented a vision of the artist as leader guiding 
the common people to a destiny as human gods. In this paradoxi-
cally aristocratic Bolshevism, we find eerie premonitions of Hitler’s 
artist-turned-politician – a reason why Beckmann soon gave it up to 
become anti-totalitarian. And yet, in the overall linking of aesthetic 
transcendentalism and politics there are also parallels to Greenberg’s 
high-modernist utopia of the elitist artist guiding the masses, an  
idea likewise framed in Trotskyism.
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The totalitarian regimes of both Hitler and Stalin had an ambiguous 
relationship with modernity. The avant-garde was oppressed, yet  
the state-controlled, totalitarian-minded art and architecture mani-
fested a certain dependence on the modern idiom. On the stage of 
world history the front lines between fascism, communism and the 
avant-garde gradually became heavily demarcated, but if we go back 
in history to when the movements took shape, there were many con-
nections among them. It almost seems as though the boundaries 
were drawn haphazardly. One look at Mussolini’s connection to  
Futurism and Rationalistic architecture in Italy shows that the ani-
mosity between the avant-garde and the populist dictatorship was 
not a matter of course. 

I will attempt to adhere to this complexity and follow the histori-
cal connecting lines back in time to when the elements were mixed 
and the conditions for totalitarian art created. I will not discuss rea-
sons for the later developments, only provide some conditions that 
I think should be addressed if we are to understand the development 
of totalitarian art and the mixing of art and politics. Thus, we must 
return to the view of culture in the second half of the 19th century, 
when art and politics were mixed in a speculative vision of the artistic 
redemption of modern man and a new spirit of community. I will start 
with Richard Wagner and the vision behind his music dramas. My 
background for including him is my current work on a major research 
project concerning the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk as formulated 
by Wagner and its later significance in the development of modern 
art forms.1

In Wagner we find many of the ingredients whose mixture we 
would like to understand. He started as a revolutionary in the Dres-
den uprising of 1849, and the works he wrote on art theory in the years 
after he was exiled after the defeat of the uprising also expressed his 
utopian socialism. This was the foundation of his great music dra-
mas and their realisation as music festivals in Bayreuth. Over time, 
however, he changed his goal from revolution to a regeneration of 
lost cultural values. As we know, he even came to stand for radical 
viewpoints that the extreme right could use later on. As a person 
Wagner thus depicts the entire spectrum in which we’re working 
here. The easiest thing to do may be to say that he turned out to be 
a deserter and betrayed the revolutionary cause, but then we don’t 
capture the influence that his radical view of art had on later devel-



opments. It is a considerable challenge to see a continuity from the 
revolutionary to the regenerative Wagner, and the political scientist 
Udo Bermbach succeeded in this in Der Wahn des Gesamtkunstwerks 
from 1994. In the older Wagner we can still see a kind of socialism, 
but it was served up with populism, anti-Semitism and vegetarianism. 
This almost sounds like the concrete recipe for Hitler, but I am not 
going to make a simple causal inference, for we rediscover these in-
gredients throughout modern culture from 1850 to the racism and 
health ideology of today. Wagner can hardly be the instigator of the 
whole state of affairs, but he acted out modernity to a remarkable  
degree and reacted to the new conditions of thinking and of life  
according to patterns we see repeated later. Friedrich Nietzsche  
produces a very precise diagnosis of Wagner in Der Fall Wagner,  
a diagnosis that also explains his own Wagnerian obsession:  
‘Wagner resumes modernity. It doesn’t help; one must first be  
Wagnerian […].’2

These words constitute the point of view on which my entire out-
line of the historical conditions for totalitarian art is based. We may 
not be able to gush over Wagner’s art, but we must at least under-
stand those who were moved by the Wagnerian cultural vision of  
redemptive, monumental art that could unite the people. Patholog-
ically yet symptomatically, ‘The case of Wagner’ offers a unique  
opportunity to see the speculative, ideological elements within a con-
text. It was not only Hitler who could draw on these ideas. Many 
modern artists both inside and outside of Germany also reflected  
further on Wagner’s vision of a Gesamtkunstwerk as the artwork of 
the future. These elements could actually lead to anything. There are 
in any case several decisive traces of Wagner. If one sees a straight 
line running from Wagner to Hitler’s theatrical and demagogical 
staging of the Third Reich, one must at the same time see just as  
direct connecting lines to modernism and central figures like Peter 
Behrens (1868-1940) and Walter Gropius, Wassily Kandinsky and 
Kurt Schwitters. Wagner encompasses socialism and conservative 
cultural criticism, the avant-garde and mass culture. One must  
always see both modernity and reaction in him. My work centres on 
the linkage to modern art by way of the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, 
but it is important for me to take this opportunity to relate this to the 
connection to the Third Reich.

The ambiguity in Wagner can, I think, help us illuminate totali-
tarian art generally as a historical phenomenon, but in this paper  



I will only follow his concrete traces in Germany. With Hitler it is also 
significant that he could see himself as an artist in his construction 
of the German people, and this understanding of art is one of the  
patterns that Nazism follows. I shall return to this in my conclusion, 
but in the meantime we should keep in view the aspects of the late-
romantic understanding of art that open up the political vision of  
a new culture, a new sense of community.

First I will point out the track that leads directly from Wagner to  
Hitler. In Bayreuth, Wagner had gathered a circle of third-rate think-
ers and writers around him. He had wanted a house philosopher for 
a long time: first he courted Arthur Schopenhauer to no avail; then 
came Nietzsche, but he disappeared again; and finally he just had a 
diverse group of candidates. After their master’s death in 1883, they 
constituted the circle that expressed itself with his authority in the 
journal Bayreuther Blätter. However, there was no utopian socialism 
left here: Arthur de Gobineau’s racial theories and Paul de Lagarde’s 
conservative cultural criticism set the entire agenda. Wagner’s  
widow Cosima used the circle to maintain the interest in festivals. In 
spite of his English ancestry, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, marry-
ing into the family in 1908, took the role as German philosopher and 
wrote on the basis of a racist and national-chauvinistic viewpoint. 
The Nazis could explicitly use Chamberlain and others from the  
Bayreuth circle, and Hitler made pilgrimages to Bayreuth, just as he 
did to Weimar, where Nietzsche’s sister reigned.

Whereas Wagner’s offspring in Bayreuth desperately stuck to his 
own productions and at the same time cemented the image of the 
Germanic, anti-modern master, in Europe there was a different  
interest in making very modern productions of the music dramas. 
Precisely out of fascination for Wagner, the Swiss Adolph Appia  
created a new abstract and symbolic scenography that became the 
foundation of modern theatre. In art, Wagner was a crucial modern 
figure. To be sure, we might have an image of the young Hitler dur-
ing his years in Vienna, among the standees in the opera evening  
after evening, where he may have gotten his overdose of Wagner.  
But at the same time I can mention the young Charles-Édouard  
Jeanneret, later known as Le Corbusier, who for several months in 
1909 did the same thing.3 He was on a study trip, but the music world 
took all his attention away from architecture. Adolf Loos would be 



another modernist among the audience. This artistic interest  
probably created many receptive readers of the publications of the 
Bayreuth circle, readers who did not see until later the chasm that 
was opening up between the modern and the anti-modern aspects 
of Wagner. 

If we turn to Wagner himself, from the beginning it was his goal 
to create by means of art a social community that surmounted all  
the egotistical particular interests, the division of labour, and the  
alienation that generally split up society. The Germanic was not a 
goal in itself, but rather belonged to the popular mythology he used 
to create the people’s own common work. His analysis of the social  
crisis was progressive, but in time he focused increasingly on the 
evils that constantly made the sense of community impossible and 
were apparently in his way and in the way of the realisation of his 
work. In general terms, the problem was urban culture with its  
atomisation of values and liberalistic dilution of shared interests. 
With increasing bitterness he believed he could see this decadent, 
liberal city life represented by scheming Jews – without being able to 
recognise the pettiness in himself. It was a very widespread inter-
pretation, but best known in Lagarde’s conservative cultural criti-
cism. The countermove was a construction of original, national and 
rural virtues.

This opposition between city and country life is known all the way 
up to the present day. The critique of city life and of the split is justi-
fied as part of modern thinking, but its tone became shrill, and in the 
1890s it became a populist, anti-Semitic movement, the ‘völkische’ 
parties. This movement, which was one of the direct conditions for 
Nazism, sought demagogically to monopolise the critique of mod-
ern materialism, or the urban way of life, but the critique was of 
course relevant to everyone, and later historians should not accept 
this simple opposition when looking at the period. Artists in partic-
ular tried to create ideals and spiritual values. Many could be pas-
sionately fond of rural, original ideals in their progressive cultural 
criticism without ending up in a ‘völkisch’ position – an important 
and striking example is William Morris in England. In the novel  
News from Nowhere from 1890, he dreams of a future society without 
money or conflicts, based on handicraft and agriculture.

Wagner, who can be compared to Morris4 as a political artist who 
was critical of culture, never depicted a rural utopia in his works.  
Neither was it the city he depicted, but he wished to create a com-



mon myth for modern man. He wanted modern society to be puri-
fied by a common experience, a merging and redemption of all inter-
ests in a festival for the whole nation. Everyone, regardless of their 
way of life and social class, should be swept along in the grand com-
mon work in which the art forms are united, all interests merge, and 
actors and audiences unite in their common experience. This is not 
about daily life, not about city or country, but rather the moment of 
redemption, the festival in which everyone acknowledges general, 
human values as pivotal. The experience of the totality is decisive, 
and Wagner uses all available means to influence the senses, feel-
ings and thoughts as a whole. The influence goes from the purely 
physiological impulse to the conceptual content. In calculating the 
effect, he is extremely modern. Nietzsche thinks that no-one dem-
onstrates the labyrinth of the modern psyche better than Wagner. 
The senses should be fixed and transformed in repetitions and an 
unbreakable identity between word, sound, gesture and action. The 
total effect does not find its equal until later in film, and the opti-
misation and unification of the effect on the audience anticipates the 
modern culture industry.

This great, advanced, artistic apparatus belongs to modern culture, 
far from the rural utopias. Wagner was above all incredibly modern 
for his times and topical far up into modernism. Blue-eyed heroic  
figures may have been at the forefront, but they were merely actants 
that perished in a complex, nihilistic world order. In his writings on 
art, the Zürcher Schriften, the ‘völkische’ was, just like anti-Semitism, 
secondary in respect to the ambition to redeem modern man artisti-
cally and politically. But there is no doubt that in his art Wagner was 
a seducer to a degree that political demagogues could but envy. With 
his early opera on the Roman popular tribune Rienzi, it might seem 
as though he considered himself for that role, but Rienzi of course 
perished. With totality as the goal of all artistic effects, and with the 
unification of the experience and the perpetual repetition of content, 
Wagner’s works almost seemed to be the prototype of totalitarian art 
on the conditions of modern culture. He insists on his own concep-
tion of the people’s common interest and of true human nature with-
out making room for individual variations. In that sense one might 
say that his art is not democratic, although he in fact designed a dem-
ocratic auditorium without boxes or class divisions. But what is  
totalitarian art? So far I have used this term without asking whether 
it makes any sense.



If we are referring to the art connected to and used by totalitarian 
regimes, it is historically significant. But can we in principle speak  
of art that in itself is totalitarian? Wagner was all alone with his rev-
olution, and the music dramas were not connected to any exercise  
of power. Not until long after his death was he compromised by  
the Nazis’ use of him. Still, could totalitarianism be inherent in the 
very idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk since it aims to grasp and shape 
everything? Bazon Brock has sought to distinguish between the con-
cepts of Gesamtkunstwerk, total art and totalitarian art.5 These art 
forms are oriented toward influencing reality as a whole, but in dif-
ferent registers, different realities. The Gesamtkunstwerk seeks to 
realise as many of the aspects of reality as can be contained in the 
form of the work by uniting all art forms and all artistic effects. It  
is thus tied to the work. Total art seeks to burst the limitations of  
the form of the work and become an activity identical to self-expres-
sion as reality. It is thus tied to the artist or the actors and has its lim-
itation in their life practice. Totalitarian art also seeks to surround 
and influence all of reality and concrete life practice, but it has its 
goal in the masses as the susceptible reality. The whole of the work 
or of self-expression is not a goal in itself, for this can also stand  
in the way of affecting the masses. The final word has not been said 
on this matter, but I believe that this differentiation is a good place 
to begin. Even though I will not acquit Wagner of having dreams  
of power, I do not think that we can call his works or the very idea of 
the Gesamtkunstwerk totalitarian.

It may be said with some justice that with its architecture, uniforms, 
propaganda and choreographed mass demonstrations, Hitler’s stag-
ing of the Third Reich was the greatest realisation of a Gesamtkunst-
werk, but this is still only one of the tracks stemming from Wagner. 
The other one is all the modern art forms that break open the limits 
of the fine arts and seek to redeem a reality in the act of transgres-
sion. It may be said with all the more reason that many of them hon-
our the dream of the Gesamtkunstwerk, Wagnerism spread to the 
visual arts at the end of the 19th century. Part of early modernism  
directly referred to Wagner as a constant source of inspiration. There 
were in particular a number of visual artists, such as Henry van de 
Velde and Behrens, who wished to liberate art from the gilt frames 
and therefore did commercial art and practical designing and ended 
up in total design and architecture. It was actually this same track 
that led Kandinsky, Kasimir Malevich and Piet Mondrian to abstrac-



tion: Kandinsky’s abstraction should be viewed in connection with 
his abstract stage compositions, Malevich’s with both suprematist 
stagings and proposals of industrial design, and Mondrian’s with  
De Stijl architecture. 

At a very early stage – as early as Baudelaire – Wagnerism spread 
extensively in France and Belgium, where it had an influence on  
symbolism. In Vienna it became both artistically and politically im-
portant, a development which W.J. McGrath traces in his study  
Dionysian Art and Populist Politics in Austria from 1974. This book is 
important in showing how Gustav Mahler, Sigmund Freud, and one 
of the fathers of social democracy, Viktor Adler, could be decisively 
inspired by Wagner’s culture-critical visions; and although they were 
Jews, how they could belong to the core of the movement, which  
did not take the populist track until the 1890s, with Georg von  
Schönerer’s pan-German nationalism and Karl Lueger’s municipal 
government in Vienna. It is crucial to track the exact point at which 
the waters part; for example, here in Vienna we have an important 
starting point for both modern culture and thinking and the inflamed 
environment that influenced Hitler.

In order to follow the development in art in the 20th century I will on 
the one hand take a look at Behrens, who developed the Wagnerian 
impulse into a modern form of architecture, and on the other at the 
graphic artist Fidus, who stood for life reform and Aryan mysticism, 
but without being acknowledged by the Nazis. These are two entirely 
antithetical figures, each reflecting historical developments. As I will 
demonstrate, they stand for big industry and the earthbound people, 
respectively; and in spite of the contrast, these were themes that 
merged in totalitarian art. Behrens was originally a painter in  
Munich, but in the artists’ colony in Darmstadt in 1901 he built and 
furnished his own house, which became a Gesamtkunstwerk of har-
monious decorations and tableware and textiles of his own design. 
The heart of the house was the quasi-sacred music room (ill. 1.1), and 
all the abstract decorations were conceived as the rhythm of music 
through a joint composition. 

His vision stretched further to include a festival hall in Darmstadt, 
where the people could take part in a common work that included 
poetry, drama and music. The wording in the publication Feste des 
Lebens und der Kunst from 1900 is an outright renewal of Wagner. 



However, it did not go further than the scene for the community’s 
opening exhibition in 1901. There were many dreams like this – about 
festivals and the building of temples – which we will also see in Fidus, 
but what is interesting about Behrens is that his cultural vision can 
in fact be followed in his later work with the industry.

When Behrens later becomes the chief architect for the elec - 
tricity concern AEG in 1908, his declared goal is to use the industry’s  
resources to develop a new culture. In this way he confirms the  
industry’s capitalistic social order, and thus there is no revolutionary 
goal but rather the hope of reversing the forces in order to develop 
new, contemporary design and new cultural dignity after the deca-
dence of the 19th century. This is the idea behind his lecture entitled 
Kunst und Technik from 1910. By committing to big, effective build-
ings and to mass production, he hopes to be able to develop new 
monumental forms that can outline an ‘industrial culture’ with its 
own spiritual content. The Turbine Factory from 1909 is reminiscent 
of the Greek temple with its pompous gables, and of the Christian 
cathedral with its light, towering glass walls; but at the same time it 
was a rational building with modern, purely functional material 
forms (ill. 1.2). The factory building was primarily a workplace, but 



in its external, monumental form it sought to form a symbol for the 
foundation of industrial culture. In this desire to create a cultural 
symbol there was thus a connecting line from Jugendstil decorations 
in Darmstadt to commercial art and product design in AEG. As in his 
Jugendstil, Behrens sought an identity in the form, an interest that 
ranged from commercial art and product design to the architectural 
form of the factories; an example is his AEG logo on the Turbine  
Factory. If we can speak of a Gesamtkunstwerk in this respect, it was 
a distributive form in which an idiom was diffused in society through 
advertisements, industrial items and power plants. And this became 
the project later embraced at the Bauhaus.

This ‘Work’ was very wide-ranging, thoroughly calculated, and 
had all of culture as its goal, but we cannot call it totalitarian. We re-
discover it in the ‘corporate identity’ that depicts the product brands 
of today and is more important than the products themselves. But 
the totalitarian regimes could of course take advantage of such an  
effective means of communication with a clear graphic line in the 
propaganda and corporate identity in the military corps and the  
entire state. The alliance with big industry and modern technology 
could assume a cultural shape here. Thus, the new monumentality 



that Behrens wished to unite with the functional material forms 
could also, as in the German Embassy in St Petersburg in 1911-13, 
apply to the megalomanic classicism for which Hitler developed a 
taste. In the interwar years Behrens grappled with both expression-
ism’s and functionalism’s international style, but it was merciful that 
he died in 1940, before becoming tempted to build his new culture 
together with Albert Speer.

Quite a different career can be studied with Hugo Höppener (1868-
1948), one of Behrens’s contemporaries, who became known as the 
artist Fidus.6 He also started out as a visual artist whose illustrations 
for trend-setting journals like Pan had an influence on Jugendstil in 
Munich. When the Jugendstil faded after 1900, artists like Behrens 
sought other areas of self-expression for their grand visions. Fidus 
had visions that were just as grand, and yet he continued as an illus-
trator for alternative journals. From his earliest youth at the end of the 
1880s he wore reform clothing and sought the simplicity of nature 
through his food and lifestyle. The festival halls were only one of the 
kinds of monumental buildings he drew as symbols of a new culture 
and a new undetermined religion. He saw himself as a temple artist 
but never found builders for his new sacred spaces, which ranged 
from concert halls and mystical temples to sports arenas and cre-
matoriums. With these architectural fantasies we are somewhere in 
between Wagner’s festival halls and Hitler’s gigantic stadium for 
mass meetings and sports festivals. When Rudolf Steiner drew his 
Goetheanum himself, Fidus could with some justice be disappoint-
ed about not being sent for, for he held a central position in the  
environment of theosophical speculations and reforms in human  
nature upon which the Steiner movement was based. The Temple of 
the Earth was drawn as early as 1895, while the sketch of a tone hall 
is from 1902 (ill. 1.3) and shows the entire auditorium – audience  
and architecture – transported by the music. As Jugendstil artists, 
Behrens and Fidus created icons for the continued Wagnerian wave: 
the wood cut The Kiss from 1898 by Behrens, and the motif Prayer  
of Light, to which Fidus kept returning, here in watercolour in 1913 
(ill. 1.4). Both motifs have been reproduced an infinite number  
of times. Whereas The Kiss shows in the movement of the hair the 
intoxication and disintegration of the individual in love and desire 
and the blind power of life, something which was a central theme in 



Wagner, Prayer of Light follows the path embarked on by the older 
Wagner. The naked blond man also surrenders himself to life and 
nature by worshipping the sun, but here nature is charged with spir-
ituality. We nevertheless get no sense of what he realises in this rev-
elation: we do not share his vision, but are left with his body as an 
ideal for nature, nudism, health, gymnastics and race. The exagger-
ated spiritual strength is directed back into the body, which must sub-
sequently jerk about in various exercises, therapies and routines. 

Back in the 19th century the ideas of the reform movement corre-
sponded to those of the socialists, inasmuch as their critique of  





culture targeted alienation and inequality, and their desire was to 
change society. Both Wagner and Morris are clear examples of this. 
The vision of garden cities is an example of a common interest.  
Fidus also drew posters for International Workers Day around 1900. 
But the interests split when the parties took shape, and the reform-
seeking souls fluttered away.7 Then movements and journals for a 
conservative revolution appeared with the aim of saving culture from 
both liberalistic modernity and the socialistic takeover. As in Vienna, 
the polarisation was not there from the beginning, and we should 
not overlook the correspondences and the many mixed middle posi-
tions that were not attenuated until later. Fidus himself drew an  
illustration of the parting of the ways of communism, land reform 
and capitalism. The latter leads out over the edge into decadence; 
and of the other two alternatives, communism leads to the inhabit-
able peaks of idealism, while land reform opens a new Promised 
Land. From the perspective of social history, it is interesting to find 
out who followed the ‘völkische’ reform thoughts. It was not an up-
rising of the rural populations, involving instead a trapped middle 
class from the city that wished to escape. Like Fidus, most of them 
got no farther than the suburbs of Berlin.

The land reform represented the illusory nature reserve in which 
one could seek compensation for modern society’s childhood dis-
eases. None of Fidus’s scenarios could be realised outright, even 
though he was in fact very concrete in his depiction. The woman and 
man from 1910 encompass his entire dream of a festival hall and  
of nudity and life in the country, but if we consider the climate of 
Brandenburg and the endless fields, the clothing and the little spade 
are not adequate. However, the spade is more picturesque than the 
plough, which is required for the cultivation of the soil. It might stem 
from the realistic painting, in which the motif is the rural prole - 
tariat who do the dirty work, while the plough belongs to the farmer 
who possesses the land. The spade here seems mostly to belong  
in the garden, and suggests the city dweller’s dream of getting a gar-
den. Fidus no doubt also thought that agriculture should be like  
cultivating a paradisal garden, a sustainable organic whole. Later, 
with Spade Parade from 1930, there is enough manpower but the 
dense phalanx of cultivators of the soil is stylised into the mass as 
ornament (ill. 1.5). Considered alone, the effort of the individual is 
futile, but this is an army of men loyal to the German soil and they 
can raise a new, healthy culture. The spade can also refer to building 



activities and facilities through which the ‘spade soldiers’ build and 
fortify Germany. The idea behind The Spade Parade corresponds to 
the political agenda of totalitarianism.

Even though Fidus was a dissident and isolated both artistically 
and politically, he was a characteristic figure of this period, where  
the extremes set the agenda. His works are only a step away from the 
political field where the cultural vision was to be realised. In my opin-
ion, there are characteristics of late Romanticism in the thought that 
if we draw, depict and stage this idea then we are almost there. For 
Wagner it was primarily a question of ‘realisation’. When the effect 
was complete it was also real. Fidus did not have a festival hall erect-
ed, but he was able to reform his own life and fill it with symbols of 
the sun, runes and other Viking kitsch. His forced esotericism com-
pensates for the societal unity he is unable to realise.



Fidus appears to comprise the essential ingredients of the form that 
Hitler would assume later, especially considering that Hitler himself 
was a rejected artist and had taken the step toward politics that in 
this tradition seems so short. As early as World War I, Fidus had  
created illustrations for what would become the mythology of the 
Third Reich; but when it was staged politically he could not be used. 
He painted The Head of the Führer, in 1941, and the work was pur-
chased – but otherwise he had burned out and never had a renaissance. 
Although in Fidus we have all the ingredients of an apparently crys-
tal-clear totalitarian artist, he never got the opportunity to develop 
this identity politically. In the eyes of posterity he rather looks like a 
parody – perhaps even a parody of Hitler as an artist.

It is obvious that Hitler could not use a visionary artist for his 
project when he himself played the role of the visionary artistic gen-
ius and the brilliant architect who created and controlled a new Ger-
many. His total power was legitimised as the creative power of re-
generation. No objections were tolerated before the work was com-
plete. Otto Karl Werckmeister and Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen have both 
written important articles (on Hitler’s self-conception as an artist, 
and the crucial role played by art in the self-conception of Nazism as 
a whole respectively), and I will not seek to repeat or supplement 
their analyses.8 I would simply like to look into the views of art and 
culture apparently implied by totalitarian art. The Nazis took advan-
tage of and strengthened a general interest in art in the hope of cre-
ating new cultural values upon which to build society. Art had long 
been regarded and debated as the symbol for the fate of culture. Since 
the middle of the 19th century complaints had been made about a 
general crisis in style that many also believed was rooted in modern 
society. The entire wave of handicraft and design was an attempt to 
create new decorations and a dignified idiom for a new time. Behrens’s 
vision of a new culture is typical, only he chooses industry as the  
locomotive for regeneration. The cultural expectations for art and  
architecture were so high that it was impossible to meet them.

These expectations were blazing in the young Hitler when he tried 
his hand as an artist in Vienna. He displayed only very limited artis-
tic skill, but for this very reason he may perhaps be considered an  
exponent of a general, widespread view of art. We must bear in mind 
that he did not have any sense of the modern art in Vienna and  
Munich, of Kokoschka, Kandinsky or the many others who sought 



to give modern answers to the crisis in art and culture. He painted 
postcard motifs such as Ringstraße in Vienna. We must also remem-
ber that it is not until he is politically active after World War I that 
he develops a radical consequence of the influence of art on culture. 
Not before then does he apparently find his medium, his language, 
where his expectations can be expressed even though this occurs 
outside art. The fact that the pretensions for art are only fulfilled out-
side art is evident in many of the modern art forms, particularly in 
outright anti-art such as Dada. But the dream of art transgressing  
itself and jumping out of the gilt frames is found in Jugendstil and 
further back in Morris and Wagner. The aim was redemption in a  
totality, a reality that had an effect on art.

The staging of the Third Reich should be the redemption in a  
totality that can be compared to the transgression of all fine arts. As 
mentioned previously, creating a people and establishing a society 
through different artistic effects can be considered the most wide-
ranging realisation of a Gesamtkunstwerk. Hitler himself drew designs 
for the architecture that created symbols, monuments and backdrops 
to unite the people, both theatres and fortifications. Industrial design 
supplemented total design (Hitler’s rough sketches for furniture  
and the Kraft-durch-Freude (later Volks) Wagen), but contributed in 
particular through graphic art to symbols, posters, and finally to  
the uniforms of the military corps – in short, to a corporate identity  
with powerful advertising value for the regime, according to his own 
sketches for the swastika. It was an advertising feat to unite the  
effectiveness of big industry and modern technology with the peo-
ple’s roots in nature and history, one that went beyond Behrens and 
Fidus. The propaganda machine of course also drew on theatricality 
and on music in processions and mass meetings. The musical intox-
ication, which was an artistic ideal, was a composite part of the per-
petual movement and mobilisation of the masses, and is rendered  
in the propaganda film Triumph des Willens.

These artistic effects are of course scattered and do not refer back 
to the work of art as a whole, for only the new reality should, as it 
were, remain. The focus and the intensity arise in the presence of  
Der Führer as the creator and redeemer of this whole. According to 
Brock’s distinction, we might consider whether or not this is total art 
on the basis of the significance of the artist’s self-expression. Hitler 
reformed and staged his own life as a spiritual regimentation; but his 
self-expression only made sense in front of the masses, for whom he 



sacrificed himself and to whom he abandoned himself in his grand 
speeches. It is in the practice of politics and the influencing of the 
masses that the effects are linked. The staging of the Third Reich did 
not make sense without the masses, and it was above all a totalitar-
ian practice.

I have suggested that there were plenty of effects and much inspi-
ration for the totalitarian regimes to borrow from the late-romantic 
visions of culture, but in so doing I have not indicated a cause or a 
causal connection, for we cannot conceive of modernism without 
these visions either. We ought to condemn and expose any kind of 
totalitarianism; that is obvious. However, we should not simply  
believe that it is easy to delimit phenomena like totalitarian art or  
the view of art behind it, for many of the ideas behind it also had  
an influence on modern art. When neglecting the visions of culture 
and the historical thinking of late Romanticism that was used by the 
totalitarian regimes, we also touch on ways of thinking that are vital 
conditions for modern thinking as a whole.
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In ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ (1935-36, revised 1960), a van Gogh 
painting of a pair of old shoes (ill. 2.1) famously serves to illustrate 
Martin Heidegger’s idea of the organic relationship between the 
working peasant woman, her equipment, and the soil on which she 
works: 



As has become empirically well supported in later decades, this  
rural vision, which Heidegger first presented in lectures in Freiburg 
and Frankfurt in 1935 and 1936, is not politically innocent, but in 
some crucial ways borders on, if not melts into, the Nazi nationalist 
agenda and its accompanying heroisation of work and strength.2 
Through features such as the shoes’ cave-like opening, rugged heav-
iness and soily richness, and furthermore through the bonding of the 
agricultural cycle with birth and death, the shoes are turned into 
property of the earth and its ‘silent call’, thus reminding us of the Nazi 
Blut-und-Boden relationship between the soil and its inhabitants  
– an idea which Heidegger actually embraced in these years and had 
promoted as rector of Freiburg University in 1933-34. Presenting the 
shoes as work equipment belonging to the earth, Heidegger evokes 
an organic relationship that is close to the Nazi conviction that work, 
tenacious and hard, is a vitalist force stemming from nature.  
Although catalysed by van Gogh, Heidegger’s vision thus also invites 
comparisons with contemporary National Socialist depictions of 
peasant culture and field work: take, for instance, Werner Peiner’s 
German Soil (1933; ill. 2.2) whose agonizingly perspectival pattern of 
densely packed linear furrows under a darkening yet sharply lit sky 



recalls Heidegger’s ‘far-spreading and ever-uniform furrows of the 
field swept by a raw wind.’ 

But how are we now to handle the actual content of Heidegger’s 
ideological framing: a work by a painter whose influence indeed 
peaked in Germany in the years after Word War I?3 While it is com-
forting to assume that Heidegger’s choice is exclusively a matter  
of reception history – which says a lot about himself and the roots of 
Nazism, but not much about van Gogh – here, however, I shall pro-
pose that Heidegger and van Gogh treat a common theme to a  
certain degree. In van Gogh, and even more in the father figure, Jean-
François Millet, whom he so often copied, we also meet a veneration 
for, indeed an identification with, the hard-working peasant labour-
ing in close relation with the soil – an almost animistic bond in which 
Heidegger’s ‘silent call of the earth’ finds haunting parallels in  
Millet’s expression ‘cry of the earth’ or in van Gogh’s idea of Millet 
being the ‘voice of the wheat’.4

This study thus seeks a common ideological framework which,  
in spite of all the differences, binds together Millet and van Gogh  
with National Socialist culture as well as with totalitarian culture in 
general. I will term this framework the heroisation of work, thereby 
suggesting that the activity of work is seen as a noble struggle demand-
ing strength and revolutionary power. Implicit in the notion is also a 
vitalist idea indicating that the revolutionary power ultimately stems 
from nature, with which the human being, accordingly, forms a strong 
alliance. Identifying this framework and finding philosophical expo-
nents of it in thinkers such as Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), the Ger-
man right-wing writer Ernst Jünger and even Marx – Carlyle being 
read approvingly by van Gogh, the Nazis and probably Jünger; Jünger 
by Heidegger; and Marx generally coupling work, nature and revo-
lution – does not, however, indicate that it is given similar visual  
expression by Millet-van Gogh and the artists of communist and fas-
cist regimes (or even those of certain strands of capitalism like the 
Mexican muralists). On the contrary, it will be my contention here that 
as the very first artists to articulate the heroisation of work in West-
ern visual culture, Millet and van Gogh address this revolutionary 
project with a strangely prophetic ambiguity, partly converting the 
victorious working hero into a tortured victim, a degraded martyr of 
work. So in later totalitarian cultures when we encounter a will to 
fulfil in real life what before amounted only to representations of the 
heroisation of work, we meet a displaced version of this ambiguity: 



a schizophrenic schism in which official visual culture heroises work 
as bliss almost without shadows, whereas life practice is permeated 
by these shadows. This dark permeation, also hinted at in Heidegger, 
reaches an ironic nadir in the concentration camp, in which work  
– in spite of it being promoted as a liberating force (cf. notably the  
National Socialist ‘Arbeit macht frei’) – functions as a punishment, 
turning the human being into the degraded animal which, like a bad 
omen, was only hinted at in Millet and van Gogh. Especially in the  
rural scenes of Millet, an insistent unheimlich atmosphere makes  
the present viewer feel that an all-too-familiar horror is, with a phrase 
borrowed from Hal Foster, returning from the future.5

Mirroring Millet and van Gogh from the other side of the histori-
cal axis of totalitarianism, as it were – not sensing revolutionary  
horrors as mere omens of the future, but revisiting these horrors  
post festum – I will also include the artistic meditations of totalitari-
an culture made by the German postwar artists Anselm Kiefer  
(b. 1945) and Georg Baselitz (b. 1938) since the 1960s. As has already 
been amply demonstrated, Kiefer looks specifically at the German 
past through the cleft lens of National Socialist totalitarianism. But 
this project also unveils more general trends of vitalist alliances to 
the soil, invoking once more, through Heidegger, the fields and skies 
of Millet and van Gogh, and exposing more thoroughly than has hith-
erto been realised the roads leading from the vitalist heroisation of 
work to the concentration camp. Whereas Kiefer’s vision is directed 
against the Ur-German landscapes and architectural interiors, in  
his early work Baselitz deconstructs the heroic figure of the worker-
soldier known from East Bloc Socialist Realist painting. Here, the 
wounds felt in Millet-van Gogh, but suppressed in totalitarian visu-
al cultures, re-emerge and make these Neue Typs once more martyrs 
– wounded heroes – of an abortive revolution. Christian references 
such as the cross and stigmata, and old-fashioned rural symbols 
such as wheelbarrows, ploughs and clogs point further back in  
history, specifically to the thematic repertoire of Millet and van  
Gogh again.

With these trans-chronological moves my aim is to deconstruct 
the boundaries which have hitherto bracketed off totalitarianism  
into a space of its own, comfortably isolated from other chronolog-
ical and geographical parts of culture. If we accept that the past  
can never be understood as virgin territory but is, as Hans-Georg 
Gadamer confirms,6 always infiltrated by our later historical horizon, 



we must specifically accept that totalitarian experiences are part of 
this horizon and consequently might cast their shadows on certain 
earlier incidences. These experiences do so, not because they neces-
sarily comprise the only outcome of the past, but because they are 
part of this past’s potential – a potential that can only be exposed 
through the strand of it which was actualised. This strategy of art 
historiography is in principle not different from the strategies used 
by Robert Rosenblum, Geoffrey Batchen or Hal Foster when estab-
lishing genealogies for abstract art, photography and the neo-avant-
gardes, respectively. For all three writers, the challenge is to expose 
features in early movements according to principles found in later 
movements of which the predecessors – romanticism, late 18th- 
century culture and historical avant-gardes – could know nothing. 
Rosenblum refers to ‘disquieting progeny’ and ‘a tradition [...] that 
could bridge’; Batchen to a ‘latent historical force’, a ‘desire’ which  
is ‘first consummated’ at a later historical moment; Foster to a Freud-
ian ‘deferred action’, a ‘complex relation between premonition and 
reconstruction’, and a circling movement which ‘returns [the avant-
garde] from the future, repositioned by innovative art in the present’.7 
Thus, in a syncretistic blending of the three authors with Gadamer, 
just as Millet and van Gogh could be said to unveil a latent historical 
force – a dark tradition, premonition, or even desire, first consum-
mated in the disquieting progeny of totalitarianism – so, conversely, 
the unheimlichkeit of Millet’s paintings might be construed as an  
effect of their return from the totalitarian horizon of the future, a de-
ferred action later reconstructed in the innovative art of Kiefer and 
Baselitz.

Although I aim to trace genealogies which bind together the heroi-
sation of work represented by totalitarian art with both forerunners 
in the 19th century and descendants after World War II, I by no means 
believe that totalitarianism is a radicalisation, let alone a necessary 
consequence, of modernity, as has been suggested by, among others, 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Jean-François Lyotard 
and Giorgio Agamben. According to Horkheimer and Adorno, fascist 
barbarianism is a direct outcome of Enlightenment rationalism, 
which turns human beings into objects to be manipulated8 – a feat 
legitimised, following Lyotard, through the Enlightenment’s grand 



narratives of progress. If we are to believe Agamben, the state of ex-
ception from the law which is the concentration camp is thus not to 
be positioned on the periphery of modernity but is rather its very par-
adigm, so ‘we are all virtually homines sacri’, i.e. outlaws reduced to 
bare life, infinitely manipulable by the sovereign power.9 

As I understand it, however, modern rationalisation and narratives 
of progress are no more responsible for totalitarian catastrophes than 
a kitchen knife is guilty of a murder committed with it. Thus, the con-
centration camp is not paradigmatic of modernity, but rather of to-
talitarian leftovers in otherwise democratic societies. I will argue that 
both fascist and communist totalitarianism emerge as an archaising 
strand of modernity staged as a progressive revolution overthrowing 
modernity’s main class, the bourgeoisie and its parliamentary sys-
tem. An important part of this archaising tendency consists in hero-
isation, a revival of a classici sing warrior ethos which is precisely  
not modern. For as Alexandre Kojève has indicated in his readings of  
Hegel, modernity could be considered the spreading of a slave-like 
ethos: not recognition through suppression upheld by violence, as 
yet still in the feudal systems, but recognition through the activity of 
work, as manifested in post-medieval democracies.10 Max Weber can 
confirm that an accompanying ingredient of post-medieval capital-
ism and its spiritual background, Protestantism, is thus a new ethic 
in which human beings gain dignity through sublimating activities 
– work – rather than through noble heritage and violent deeds.11 
Whereas work was considered a calling from God – a Beruf – in the 
late Middle Ages, later, with the urban secularisation taking place 
from the fifteenth century onwards, it became a common duty, undra-
matically providing dignity for everyone pursuing it in the everyday life 
of the capitalist nation-states.

However, with the arrival of industrialisation in the 19th century 
this everyday dignity was threatened by a phenomenon perhaps ac-
companying modernity from its very beginnings but now reaching a 
critical limit: that of alienation. With the new factory machines, an 
increasingly specialised division of labour, and a capitalist market 
breaking all bonds between maker and customer, the worker was iso-
lated from the different parts of the work process: the instruments, 
the product and the user. At a deeper level, this alienation could be 
characterised as the human being’s separation from nature, the in-
dividual thus being caged in a Weberian ‘steel-hard house’ of outer 
goods which stunts his self-realisation in the world.12 



It is to this more general alienation from nature that the different 
kinds of heroisation, and more precisely heroic vitalism, would seem 
to pose a solution. As Eric Bentley defines the term, heroic vitalism 
does not designate a formulated coherent belief; rather it marks a set 
of trans-ideological movements which see society itself as a vital  
organism. These are represented by thinkers as different as Carlyle, 
Nietzsche, Stefan George, D.H. Lawrence and also, I will postulate 
here, Marx, Jünger, Heidegger, and countless followers of fascism 
and communism.13 Through this organic thinking heroic vitalism  
reactualises classical world views, or their perpetuation in the Mid-
dle Ages and Renaissance, according to which society takes part in 
an ideal and organic cosmic order. Yet, contrary to ancient cosmo-
logies which place this order outside the terrestrial realm – which can 
therefore only be a fainter mirror image of it – heroic vitalism displac-
es this order to a future reality which society as a whole can fulfil if 
knowledge of the cosmic order is transformed into power. Still, since 
the power needed to grasp this allegedly obtainable organic cosmic 
order is an impatient one, which in a revolutionary fashion should 
be directed against the industrial alienation, commercial vulgarity 
and parliamentary weakness of present democratic societies, the  
vitalist movement can precisely be designated as heroic. 

An important element of this heroism, which points further to 
roots in classical political and aesthetic culture, is the cult of youth. 
Bentley puts it in the following way:

That this vitalist recreation of a classicistic heroic youth amounts, 
indeed, to an extremely morbid product of regressive fantasy is amply 
confirmed in the totalitarian regimes, not least Nazism, which,  
according to Hitler, invests a huge amount of energy in creating a 
new Volk, ‘stronger and more beautiful’: ‘And from this strength and 
this beauty comes a new sense of life. In this respect humanity has 
never approached so near to the classical world as today.’15



An obvious example of this classicising heroism is Nietzsche’s 
idea of the Übermensch, which perhaps has had an equally powerful 
influence in the communist and National Socialist regimes, meta-
morphosing in the former to the idea of the New Man in the 1920s, 
and in the latter to the concept of the Herrenvolk, which raises itself 
above the sick morality of the slaves.16 In the originally unpublished 
preface to the Birth of Tragedy (1873), addressed to Wagner, Nietzsche 
thus dreams of a future man who will destroy the bad habits of mil-
lennia: 

Even if the Nietzschean variant of classicising heroic vitalism aims 
to dissolve the modern alienation from nature, it does not exactly 
cover the heroism we are looking for here, because in spite of all com-
mon scepticism toward the vulgarities of urban commercial life,  
Nietzsche is in fact so thoroughly neo-classical and elitist that he by-
passes the painful paradox of modern heroism: the focus on work. 
This, however, we find foregrounded in a heroising philosophy which, 
in turn, may be almost as important for Soviet communism as for the 
Italian and German cultures leading up to fascism: that of Carlyle.18 
Carlyle was shaped by German irrationalist philosophies, especially 
that of Fichte, and was seen by Heinrich von Treitschke, a contem-
porary rightwing anti-Semite historian, as the only Englishman  
who fully understood the Germans. This understanding was obvi-
ously reciprocal, for a compilation of Carlyle’s ideas, Arbeiten und 
nicht verzweifeln (Work and Not Dispair), was later hugely influential 
in Germany, quickly selling 141,000 copies on its publication around 
1904 and reaching 300,000 copies by 1931. For Carlyle, mechanistic 
science and its machines alienated the worker from nature, and 
therefore he sought a more organic relationship which could outdo 
the machine and make intuition triumph over logic.19 He found this 
organic relationship in work itself, as this activity was in direct con-
tact with the vital forces of nature through human thoughts and will. 
Indeed, as one can read in Arbeiten und nicht verzweifeln: ‘Work is 
life. Of the innermost heart of the worker a God-given force arises, 
the most holy, celestial essence of life that is breathed into him by  
almighty God.’20 Because of this divine, natural force there is knight-



ship in work, just as its performer becomes a hero: ‘A whole world of 
heroes […] that’s what we desire!’21 

This heroism of the worker brings him in close alliance with the 
soldier, and, to be sure, Carlyle thought of all work equipment, from 
hammer to writing feather, as weapons. Conversely, a battlefield 
could be considered the quintessence of work, a compression in one 
hour of years of significance.22 What made Carlyle ambivalent in  
relation to the later totalitarian uses of his ideas but closer to 
Heidegger and artists such as Millet and van Gogh was, however, that 
this heroisation of work did not relieve it from being painful and per-
vaded by suffering and trouble, since, contrary to especially commu-
nist propaganda, human life never was and never can be happy.23 
More unproblematically in tune with totalitarianism was Carlyle’s 
fierce anti-democratism. As stated in On Heroes, Hero-Worship and 
the Heroic in History, a book that was recommended school reading 
for many years even in the United States, Carlyle did not consider 
that heroism was so pervasive that the masses no longer needed to 
be guided and disciplined by Great Men. According to Carlyle, such 
men had been given a divine right to govern and should in truth  
be the object of worship.24 No wonder that Bertrand Russell, in his 
surprisingly clear-sighted genealogy of fascism from 1935, could ask 
the following about Carlyle: ‘Is there one word in all this to which 
Hitler would not subscribe?’25

Although nothing exact is known concerning Carlyle’s impact on 
Jünger, it was most likely significant.26 At least, in Jünger a series of 
key Carlylean ideas are further developed: work as a natural life force, 
the heroism of work and its alliance with power and war, the bour-
geoisie as decadent and weak, and work as agony. In Jünger’s Der  
Arbeiter (The Worker, 1932), work is conceived, again, as a universal 
vital force that pervades everything: thoughts, heart, daily and  
nightly life, love, art, ritual, war: ‘work is the swinging of atoms and 
the power that moves stars and solar systems.’27 To borrow Jünger’s 
term from as early as 1930, the goal of work is ‘total mobilisation’ 
(‘die totale Mobilmachung’), a powerful transformation of life into  
energy that creates associations to the mobilisation of the masses in 
contemporary totalitarian systems.28 With this power-related idea of 
work, an aspect of cultivation is fused into Nietzsche’s otherwise  
virginal will-to-power, likewise a natural force,29 and therefore 
Jünger’s concept of work is also astonishingly martial. Because war 
is marked by the pain of implementation in the same way, war is the 


