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G

erman brawn and Italian brains will build the New Europe, augured one (Italian) author in the wake
of Nazi Germany’s military victory over France in 1940. 1 In actual fact, the Germans decided to
build a German Europe but not tell anyone about their plans so as not to make everyone, including
the Italians, their enemies. A couple of years later, another Italian observer compared the Germans to
“armored children” and their European culture to a minestrone, that is, “a soup of common places on the
gifts of Europe to civilization” (265). It is thus easy to think of the Nazi-Fascist new order for European
culture as a farce. And perhaps we historians should more faithfully record the inanities and follies of power–
of vainglorious leaders like Propaganda Minister Josef Goebbels, of scheming middle-level functionaries–they
came in droves–who wanted to take over the world, of greedy and/or spineless artists like Richard Strauss or
Knut Hamsun, and, more commonly seen among Italians, of cunning tricksters like the journalist Giovanni
Ansaldo, who penned the above quotation.
The likes of Ansaldo are the spice in this study of the efforts of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany to create a
new cultural order in Europe. Its author, Benjamin Martin, emphasizes the violent takeover and remodeling
of cultural institutions, the recasting of transnational legal and economic structures, as well as the
orchestration of a transnational, European market for cultural goods. This approach fits well the recent
upswing of interest in interwar Internationalism, much as it coincides with the rapidly growing literature on
nationalist International(ism) as a powerful, and in its time remarkably attractive, counterforce to
imperial(ist), cosmopolitan, and Bolshevik Internationalism. 2
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Martin’s book can be read as a tale of the spectacular froth of high nationalist fantasy, low bureaucratic backstabbing and, for the most part, mediocre art involved in the Nazi-Fascist exchange, against the background
of the victory and defeat of two brutal regimes. The subject of the study is the politics of creating a NaziFascist order of culture in Europe, with a focus on music and film and a secondary emphasis on literature.
Martin provides an altogether accurate, if brief picture of the Italian scene, but he is less concerned with the
arts than with the infighting in building an anti-internationalist (anti-French and anti-American) institutional
infrastructure under Italian and German auspices, respectively. Among the surprising side-aspects of this
story, we learn quite a bit about the role of law and lawyers among scheming functionaries in the formation of
the Nazi-Fascist cultural infrastructure for Europe. 3 We also learn, though not quite enough, about
European-wide collaboration in attaining this new order for European culture. 4 This focus leads Martin to
conclude (as others have with respect to the more treacherous territory of economic policy as well as
occupation) 5 that the Nazis proved immensely successful and attractive at the height of their power, 19401942, but were their own worst enemies in their relentless and ham-fisted quest for unequivocal (racial)
superiority, which alienated the very populations they wanted to win over. The more easy-going and initially
more equivocal Italians were, by contrast, simply not powerful enough to maintain control. The resulting
paradox should interest students of ‘hegemony.’ In order to dominate, nations impose their will by making
clients into stakeholders. The Germans did not want to share; the Italians did not have the power to share.
Martin’s study demonstrates the initial advantage the Italian Fascists enjoyed in the international cultural
arena with a program that attempted to make inroads and possibly turn a Paris-dominated internationalist
culture scene in their own favor and fend off American mass culture. 6 Venice was the place to meet and
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celebrate and advance the image of Fascism as a haven for all that was modern and masculine. 7 Even more
impressively, Martin captures the ruthless, rabidly intolerant, power-grabbing advance of pettifogging minions
in the Nazi regime and the relentless thirst for domination of their superiors. Because the main subjects are
music, film and literature, the sheer brutalism of Nazi functionaries in asserting their claims to power and
their insistence on exclusion stands out even more clearly. The Europe of culture they set out to create
obliterated entire nations (Poles and Czechs), eliminated (Vichy) France as a viable participant, and excised
Jews and any form of what the Nazis defined as Jewish influence. What emerged was a violently truncated
Europe in 1940/1941, but the most telling detail is that the future order, after final victory, was to have been
far worse. The Europe of nations was a conceit according to Hitler “to get all we can out of them” (186). 8
Even Nazi-Fascist collaboration was conditional. 9 The argument about the radicalizing, violent nature of Nazi
rule is, of course, well known. But from the vantage of the seemingly peripheral subject of Europe’s beaux
arts, the relentlessness of Nazi aggression, often masked by deceptive tactics of concession, comes out with
stunning clarity.
In fact, ‘peripheral’ is an inadequate characterization for these culture wars. We do not think of composers or
film-makers or even mighty producers as makers of power-politics. But the new Order of Culture for Europe
was neither about aesthetics or copyright or divas and starlets nor about Volk, Heimat, folklore, or regional
style, though all of this was the subject of much debate and, no doubt, behind-the-scene gossip. The issue at
stake was who controlled Culture and, by controlling Culture, identity in Europe, and how and in which
form and by whom this identity would be expressed and, equally important, circulated.
This was a veritable battlefield. The deep structure of the Nazi-Fascist New Order for music, cinema, and
literature was a revolt against the takeover of cultural life and the alienation of identity spreading all over
Europe, a revolt that had found its leaders in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. This is the story of the rejection
of a transnational aesthetic, a cosmopolitan outlook and lifestyle, as well as a commercialized (entertainment)
culture, as articulated in a rapidly growing ‘internationalism’ of European societies. This rejection was
captured in a grand variety of widely shared enemy-memes, which mingled black jazz and sexuality with
Jewish commercialism and mobilized both against a-tonal music and avant-garde literature and other such
bêtes noires of supposed authenticity. Typically, however, Fascists and Nazis could never quite agree on what
exactly they were opposed to. While Fascists were more tolerant of modernists, leading Nazi fanatics were, as
we know, both more violently exclusivist and more hypocritical, secret admirers of a Hollywood they
professed to loath.
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But merely puncturing the double-standards of ideology does not get us far. The naked hatred of certain
kinds of sounds and images suggests that deeper and more emotional layers of the individual and collective
self are involved. Nazi-Fascists and their like-minded collaborators all over Europe aggressively fought for
control over what should be considered right or wrong, beautiful or ugly, honorable or despicable. The
platitudes that were expended in defense of this righteous order should not deceive. This was a struggle over
life-orientations – literally: sense-security like sounds, images, colors, and smells one could recognize and
tolerate – that in the hands of the Nazis became a merciless battle of subjugation and extermination. As
behooves the author of a first book, Martin is somewhat cautious in his argumentation and somewhat more
preoccupied by the lawyers more than the divas; but the revolt against Überfremdung, the alienation of one’s
own (individual and masculine, as well as collective and national) sense of self is at the heart of the matter.
The battle over sense-security is the deep source of Nazi-Fascist power-politics, which exerted an enormous
European-wide attraction, as did the dream of a new European order of national cultures. But the Nazis’ utter
disregard for these Europe-wide aspirations, despite their tactical concessions, is as remarkable as their ability
to evoke them. Their deadening effect on art is especially visible, audible and readable in their effect on art
under Italian fascism. 10 The Nazi-Fascists were highly capable destroyers, but singularly inept rulers.
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