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01 Mistress and 
Stranger, n.d.  
(probably a study for  
the painting Nordic 
People, 1938) 
Watercolour, 
17.1 × 22.5 cm

Jews, Fantasy Figures  
and  Vikings

In 1967 the German literary critic and historian Walter Jens gave a speech in honour of 
the centenary of Emil Nolde’s birth in which he explained how “with every drawing and with 
every watercolour” the artist had “over-painted the Chamberlainesque dogmatism of [his 
memoirs] Das eigene Leben (My Own Life) and Jahre der Kämpfe (Years of Struggle)”.1 
This view of the rather awkward relationship between Nolde’s anti-Semitism and his late 
paintings has not changed since then. Many beholders of his art works, whose visual knowl- 
edge of the Nazi tyranny is  –  still  –  shaped largely by the extremely powerful National 
Socialist propaganda machine, look at Nolde’s works of 1933 and thereafter with trepidation 
and are then relieved to see that, as an artist at least, he had not curried favour with the 
regime. The year 1933, they argue, does not mark a turning point and the works themselves 
are timeless. Teachers wishing to use Nolde as a case study for classroom analyses of the 
many contradictions within National Socialism itself are provided with teaching materials in 
which it is explicitly stated that “[a]s an artist, Emil Nolde is uncompromising. He remains true 
to himself and continues painting on the sly”.2 This assertion is more than just an echo of Nolde’s 
preferred self-image; and it is factually correct only if Nolde’s paintings are scoured for 
evidence of the idealised, neo-classical cult of the human body propagated by artists like 
Adolf Ziegler and Arno Breker, and if the absence of such ‘stylistic’ parallels in Nolde’s art is 
read as proof of his resistance to this same grossly simplified Nazi aesthetic.

“The Jews have as an accomplishment the Bible 
and Christianity”

Such an approach, however, not only loses sight of the stylistic pluralism that, despite the 
best efforts of Hitler himself and his obliging art functionaries, continued to exist even in 
National Socialist Germany, but it also overlooks a second area that offered scope for 
ideological conformity, specifically that of imagery. Throughout his life, Nolde chose his 
subject matter in response to external influences and developments. Just as his new garden 
full of sunflowers in Seebüll trickled down into his art in 1927, so his increasingly virulent 
anti-Semitism prompted a shift away from religious motifs. The shift was a gradual one, how- 
ever. At first it looked as if the new regime would embrace him as a painter of the ‘German’ 
soul and ‘German’ religiosity. In May 1933, Goebbels’ protégé Hans Weidemann visited 
Nolde at his Berlin apartment on Bayernallee and selected one of the artist’s watercolours 
for the presentation of modern religious art that was to be the official German contribution 
to the Chicago World’s Fair.3 In the end, Weidemann must have held onto the watercolour 
himself, as Nolde’s various lists of paintings identify the location of this work as “Propa-
ganda Minist. via Weidemann”.4 Perhaps this also explains what was to be Nolde’s last 
biblical motif for some time: The Adoration of the Magi, which was painted in the summer 
of 1933 and which was an adaptation of a painting of 1922 featuring the same subject 
matter  –  but now both the blue-eyed angels and the Christ child were blond.5   | figs. 02, 03   |

Nolde’s drafting of his ‘Entjudungsplan’ (de-Jewification plan)   | ➤  Chap. IV, pp. 102 – 105  | and 
the publication of his Jahre der Kämpfe had warped his view of his own work, especially 
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02 The Adoration of 
the Magi, 1933 

Oil on canvas,  
73.5 × 88.5 cm 

After this, Nolde did not paint 
another picture with a ‘religious’ 

motif for the next 18 years

03 Adoration, 1922 
Oil on canvas,  

105 × 140 cm 
Museum Folkwang, Essen

his religious paintings. When, in early 1934, Eberhard Hanfstaengl, the director of the National- 
galerie, asked him to take back The Sinner in return for some less provocative paintings, 
Nolde declined on the grounds that this was a work he could “answer for artistically”. In his 
memoirs, too, he defended his religious works as a “badge of truth forever, because they 
are art and because they are true”.6 Despite taking this stance in the autumn of 1934, the 
celebrated painter of religious paintings who had been awarded an honorary doctorate 
by the Theological Faculty in Kiel stopped painting biblical figures altogether; he would not 
return to them until long after the ‘Third Reich’ had ended. The problem was his reluctance 
to paint Jews; and that his biblical scenes were populated by Jews who, through his work, 
were being fed into the domain of German art was something of which he was acutely aware. 
In Jahre der Kämpfe he tells his readers that all the “human types” in his religious paintings 
are painted “as Jews”, and that Christ and the Apostles are “simple Jewish country folk and 
fishermen” and “strong Jewish types”.7 And in a digression about race, he reminds his reader- 
ship that Judaism’s cultural accomplishments must be acknowledged: “The Jews have as 
an accomplishment the Bible and Christianity”.8 But if the Bible and Christianity were a  
 ‘Jewish’ accomplishment, then it followed that they were off-limits to Nolde: after all, he had 
publicly declared that he needed to know whether a work of art had a “Jewish author and 
was of Judeo-religious origin”.9 Apparently he now decided that he did not want to produce 
artworks of “Judeo-religious origin” himself. His ‘not painting’ Jews is of a piece with his 
pronouncements to the effect that Jews should be sifted out of European society and given 
a state of their own.

Nolde’s distancing of himself from Christianity thus began long before his reflections 
on Golgotha, penned in 1943 against the backdrop of the deeply anti-Semitic war propa-
ganda.  | ➤  Chap. IV, pp. 109 f. | His scepticism can be inferred even from one of his musings of 
1936 intended for inclusion in his third volume of memoirs: “It seems to me that with their 
urge to conquer and to spread the word, the young Semitic religions, Christianity and 
Mohammedanism, are more like political ideas. Are Shintoism and Buddhism above this 
tendency to seek the approval of the masses?”10 His eagerness to cut his ties also took a toll 
on his list of “biblical and legendary paintings”. The more recent of these whose motifs 
were not unambiguously biblical in origin, including First Humans of 1922, Solomon in Old 
Age of 1926 (renamed Scene), The Annunciation of 1929 (renamed Ecstasy) and Family of 
1931, were simply struck off the list or renamed.11  | fig. 04  | The resulting gaps went largely 
unnoticed, since the admirers who visited Nolde were in any case generally shown only 
a selection of his more recent creations and hence offered no overview of his oeuvre in its 
entirety. Only Nolde’s old friend Fehr expressed surprise when, at the painter’s seventieth 
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04 Nolde’s list of the 
“biblical and legend 
pictures” 
Two pages, with the 
earliest (right) and the 
last (left) works, including 
those later omitted

05 Scholarly Debate 
(Nolde’s title), 1932 
With date “Berlin 21.12.32”  
Watercolour, 
26.1 × 33.6 cm 
Privately owned

birthday party in 1937, he entered the new Painting Gallery in Seebüll and saw the works on 
show there: “There they hung on the walls, the magnificent oil paintings that for so many 
years the painter had withheld and that demonstrate his creativity in all its abundance: land- 
scapes, flowers, figures, still lifes. But curiously not one of his religious works! Why?”12

Just as Nolde sought to distance himself from ‘Jewish’ subjects by emphatically drawing 
attention to his anti-Semitism in his memoirs, so his growing preoccupation with ‘fantastical’ 
subjects that began in 1931 can be read as a consequence of his trying to style himself a 
‘pure German’ artist. He was reflecting on the years prior to 1914 and trying to cast himself in 
the role of lone warrior against the Impressionism embodied by Max Liebermann at the 
time, which doubtless explains why the art battles of those years must have been very 
much on his mind. One of the charges levelled against Impressionism was that it precluded 
all ‘fantasy’; and since ‘fantasy’ had always been a hallmark of true German art, it was argued, 
Impressionism had to be ‘un-German’ or even ‘anti-German’.13 Nolde had closely followed 
the debates of the day and took them into account when selecting works for an exhibition 
at Cassirer’s Art Salon, as he acknowledged in a letter to Fehr on 23 September 1906:  

“I deliberately avoided exhibiting my fantasy paintings there because Liebermann, Cassirer 
etc. are vehemently opposed to this kind of art and why should I provoke them!”14 He still had 
a copy of that letter to hand in the early 1930s, but by then such nicety was no longer 
necessary. On the contrary, since the major retrospective of 1927, his admirers had been 
explicitly demanding more of his ‘Nordic’ imagery. “The fantastical, angst-filled fate of 
Nordic man that is apparent even in Viking ornaments and that makes the Song of the Nibel- 
ungen and the Edda so shattering”, proclaimed one reviewer, “finds its literary form in Strind- 
berg and Hamsun, its graphic form in the great painter Munch and its colours in Nolde”.15

The many ‘fantastical’ watercolours that Nolde began painting from 1930 on were thus 
produced in parallel to his written account of himself as a pioneer of the struggle to save 
German art from Jewish domination. Fehr, as an old friend, was of course aware of this and 
when the painter sent him a little watercolour entitled Scholarly Discussion at Christmas 
193216 | fig. 05  | he responded with a letter of thanks in January 1933 in which he pondered the 
question of why Nolde’s art could never get a foothold in the ‘Roman’ countries. “It is too 
German for that”, he wrote. “Furthermore, it lacks the soft element that for better or 
worse is intrinsic to the Roman peoples […] The world is after all divided into the Roman 
and the Germanic race. Deep, deep abyss. And not even the international Jew can recon-
cile these fundamental opposites. […] I’m already looking forward to seeing your water-
colours in the spring. The last fantastical ones I saw haunted me for weeks afterwards”.17 
Nolde’s reply, written three days after Hitler was appointed to the position of chancellor, 
was smug: “Artistically speaking, the winter has really come to life now that German art is 
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06 Gaut the Red, n.d. 
(before/ca. 1938) 

Watercolour and India ink, 
25.5/6 × 18.3/6 cm

07 Vikings (with 
Spear), n.d. 

Watercolour, 27 × 19.6 cm

08 Four Warriors, n.d. 
Watercolour, 
16.9 × 21.7 cm

09 Knight and Young 
Woman, n.d. 
Watercolour, 
15.4 × 21.9 cm

10 The Field Captain, 
n.d. 

Watercolour, 
23.5 × 18.1 cm

11 Old King and Young 
Woman (Man with 

Crown and Necklace),  
n.d. 

Watercolour, 
23.5 × 18.2 cm

12 Fool and Warrior,  
n.d. 

Watercolour,  
17 × 19.5 cm

to be ‘discovered’. Salon Cassierer [sic] suddenly wants to stage three shows of ‘Living 
German Art’  –  which there, of all places, was fought off with every means possible for 
more than twenty years. And mine more than all the others”.18

“Nordische Menschen” (Nordic People) and other 
“Viking pictures”19

There are, however, other, more visible, signs that Nolde was trying to create works 
which by virtue of their subject matter would make it easier for the National Socialists to 
embrace this ‘perpetually misunderstood’ artist as one of their own. Among these works 
are his paintings of Vikings and other warriors created during the period when the Nazis 
were in power. These works can be interpreted in part as a reaction to the public humiliation 
inflicted on Nolde by the Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art) exhibition that opened in 1937. 
Three of the ‘Nordic’ works were in fact painted just a few months later: Warriors, Nordic 
People (still called Viking on an earlier list) and Gaut the Red.20  | figs. 27, 01 ➤ 52, p. 206  | Only 
the last of these has survived; the other two were among the paintings that were sent to 
Teupitz in Brandenburg for safekeeping during the war and were later used as fuel by the 
advancing Soviet troops in 1945.21 The destruction of the two paintings has caused one 
of Nolde’s main themes of the late 1930s to be neglected. For; aside from the three afore-
mentioned works; Nolde painted only six others in 1938, all of them flower paintings; and 
the years 1934 to 1938 saw him paint only two figural works – both of them portraits of 
children  –  in addition to those mentioned.22 In other words, the four “Viking pictures” 
(including Veterans of 1940) account for one third of all the new figural works painted 
between 1934 and 1944, making them just as important in terms of motif as the much 
better known sunflowers and floral motifs.23

Nolde’s figural paintings were singled out for attack by Kampfbund activists such as 
Schultze-Naumburg and the painter seems to have reacted to this hostility in part by reducing 
the number of figural compositions he painted and in part by selecting motifs that would 
be more palatable to the National Socialist regime. But he was at least remaining true to 
his own idiom. His first Viking work dates from 1906; a second wave of them followed in 
1912 and 191324 when his choice of motif was inspired by the Icelandic sagas of Snorre 
Sturlasön that Ada was reading to him at the time. Following his conflict with Liebermann 
and his expulsion from the Berlin Secession, moreover, Nolde must have seen his figural 
world as an opportune means of setting himself apart from the supposedly unimaginative 
‘French’ Impressionist school.25 The warrior motifs, by contrast, crop up only sporadically 
after the First World War. So delighted was Nolde with Germany’s ‘political awakening’, 
however, that he decided to revisit them, as we know from a letter from Fehr thanking 
Nolde profusely for the “magnificent Viking” sent to him as a Christmas present in 1933.26 
Three years later, Nolde’s eagerness to project a certain image of himself led him to indulge 
in autobiographical time-travel. His third volume of memoirs thus cites his discovery of the 

“sagas of the Norse kings” as a key factor in his decision to travel to New Guinea in 1914: 
“Our village school did not teach us anything about Old Norse history, nor the Edda, nor the 
Nibelungen; so it was all new to me, moving and gripping”.27 Not long afterwards, he ex-
plains, he was invited to join an expedition to New Guinea; and having lost his battle “against 
the corrosive foreign infiltration of German art”  –  as he inserted in pencil, but later erased  – 
  and having been “derided and declared free game”, he chose to follow in the footsteps 
of his Nordic forebears: “Nothing now held us back. The Norse seafarers of yore, the Vikings, 
had also sailed far beyond the horizon, far, far away into unknown seas, to unknown peoples 
and unknown lands”.28

While Nolde was writing these lines, Ada was once again reading to him from Snorre 
Sturlasön’s collection of sagas, and the tales were once again firing his imagination, inspiring 
him to paint some small watercolours of bearded, helmeted and heavily armed warriors, 

122



Jews, Fantasy  Figures and  Vikings

06

09

11 1210

07

08

123

V



13

16 17 18

212019

14 15

124



Jews, Fantasy  Figures and  Vikings

13 Interrogation, n.d. 
Watercolour, 
24.8 × 18.3 cm

14 Man and Woman 
(Vikings), n.d. 
Watercolour, 
17.7 × 23.9 cm

15 Veterans, n.d. 
(before/ca. 1940,  
study for the painting 
Veterans, 1940)  
Watercolour, 
20.8 × 15.8 cm

16 Two Old Men and  
Warriors, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
26.6 × 21.5 cm

17 Old Man and 
Woman with White 
Veil, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
21.8 × 15.1 cm

18 Old King and Man, 
n.d.  
Watercolour, 
23.7 × 18.3 cm

19 Vikings, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
24.7 × 18.5 cm

20 Three Old Vikings, 
n.d.  
Watercolour, 
23.9 × 18.1 cm

21 Viking with Dragon 
Staff, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
24.4 × 17.6 cm

22 Woman with Golden 
Helmet, Three Figures, 
n.d.  
Watercolour and India ink, 
23.7/24.2 × 16.6/17 cm

23 Three Peculiar 
Kings, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
24.2 × 16.9 cm

24 Old Couple in front 
of Flowering Shrubs,  
n.d. 
Watercolour, 
23.5 × 17.9 cm

crown-wearing princes and blonde maidens.  | figs. 06 – 24  | These works give us an impression 
of what the artist might have produced, under certain circumstances, had he ever become 
an official artist of the National Socialist regime. But the unexpected turn of events since 
1933, as Nolde complained while putting the finishing touches on his last Viking painting 
Veterans in September 1940, had prevented him from creating a monumental late work. 
“What had been denied me for over twenty years while I was in my prime I believed I might 
yet see through to completion: special commissions for halls and walls commemorating 
great events both historical and contemporary, mosaics, stage sets for great dramas and 
much more besides.”29 Even as late as the final weeks of the war, he was still tormented 
by the missed opportunity to create works of art that would have taken him beyond the 
standard dimensions of the panel paintings traded on the art market. One young admirer 
relayed Nolde’s “wishes with regard to fresco painting etc.” and noted that “he now felt ready 
to create his most mature works”.30 The model that Nolde had in mind here was probably 
the Swiss painter Ferdinand Hodler, whose fresco Retreat from Marignano (1899/1900) in 
the Armoury of the Swiss National Museum in Zurich had impressed him greatly when 
he saw it in 1938.31 And shortly before leaving St. Gallen late in 1897 he had been able to 
follow the early stages of the bitter controversy sparked by the unveiling of this rendition 
of one of Switzerland’s founding myths. Another of Hodler’s commissions, his monumental 
history painting from 1908/09 German Students in the War of Liberation of 1813, created for 
the new university building in Jena, was also known to Nolde from visits to his friend 
Fehr, who held a professorship in Jena from 1906 until 1912;32 he would also have been 
acquainted with the Unanimity (1913) fresco in the Hodler Hall in Hannover’s New Town Hall, 
which showed Hannover’s embrace of the Reformation. Nolde’s many trips to Switzerland 
in the 1930s, too, must have supplied countless reminders of how Hodler had overcome 
the hostility he encountered in his early years and how he had eventually became a cele-
brated national painter  –  an artist held in such high esteem, in fact, that in 1911 he was 
asked to design Switzerland’s 50- and 100-franc banknotes.33 Some of Nolde’s watercolours 
of those years  –  the ones of warriors bearing spears  –  are most likely a product of the 
painter’s engagement with the Swiss master. 

But the Germanic cult propagated by the National Socialists must also have played a 
role in his choice of imagery. The Noldes knew from reading the local newspaper that the 
archaeological excavations at the nearby Viking settlement of Haithabu near Schleswig 
had been placed under the patronage of Heinrich Himmler, who, after a visit to the site in 
1937, ordered it to be declared an official “German heritage site”.34 Nolde was not uncritical 
of this Germanic cult, however. “We lack all self-confidence in our cultural life”, he opined 
in a letter to Fehr: “We look to the Mediterranean in the South and to the Vikings in the 
North for help”.35 But he was himself interested in the Germanic language of forms. 
Among the works in what remains of his library, for example, is an article called “Die Götter 
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25 “The Gods of the 
Germans”, article in the 

Kölnische Illustrierte 
Zeitung from Nolde’s 

library

26 Germanische  
Frühkunst (Early  

Germanic Art), 1937, 
from Nolde’s library

der Germanen”, an illustrated feature on the excavation of Trier’s temple precinct from 
the Kölnische Illustrierte Zeitung, and a picture book entitled Germanische Frühkunst 
published in 1937.36  | figs. 25, 26  | Nolde, it seems, hoped to derive a certain legitimacy for 
his own aesthetic from the works of art illustrated there. In one of his aphorisms noted 
down during this period he observed: “Whether a Greek or Roman form is beautiful or 
not beautiful is not as hard to determine as in the case of the deep spirituality that lends 
expression to the forms of our Nordic-Germanic art”.37

His “Viking pictures” of 1938 can thus be read as the artistic expression of the same 
sentiments as those expressed in the letter he wrote to Goebbels in July 1938, in which he 
described himself as a herald of the “global significance of National Socialism” and his art – 
as previously in Jahre der Kämpfe  –  as “German, strong, austere and profound”.38 Hence 
the pride of place given to these works in the Noldes’ apartment in Berlin. One of them, 
showing “Norsemen in a barque”, instantly caught the attention of a visitor in January 1939; 
later, while on leave from the front in 1942, the young admirer wrote to the Noldes describing 
the work as a picture “to which I had to accustom myself, but which is now completely of 
a piece with my notion of Nolde”.39 The painting itself was destroyed in 1945, although the 
watercolour on which it was almost certainly based has been preserved in Seebüll.40  | fig. 27  | 
For Nolde, these paintings remained an important part of his oeuvre, even after 1945. He 
even mentioned the two destroyed paintings in the manuscript of the fourth volume of his 
memoirs, mawkishly adding them to “the ranks of my finest” lost paintings. Gaut the Red, 
which survived intact, was “our special favourite”.41

The “Viking pictures” were thus central to Nolde’s styling of himself as a ‘pure German 
artist’. The Norse sagas had by now taken the place of the Bible in his choice of subject 
matter. Twenty years previously Nolde’s admirer Max Sauerlandt had suggested that he 
might want to consider illustrating Homer or Dante  –  an idea that at that point Nolde had 
rejected, citing as grounds the importance of familiarity: “The Bible is familiar to me and 
the pictures it conjures up are the living pictures I grew up with. I feel much the same way 
about the Norse sagas of the Edda, which are not as warm, but coarse and austere, although 
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27 Three Vikings, n.d. 
(probably a study for the 
painting Warriors, 1938)  
Watercolour, 23.7 × 14.4 cm

not in the sense that the figures emerge and take shape pictorially”.42 This, however, was a 
verdict he had to rethink when his much publicised rejection of Jewry in 1933/34 resulted 
in the loss of what had previously been a rich vein of imagery. Suddenly the Norsemen 
began taking pictorial shape after all, and this helped fill the void left by Nolde’s boycott 
of Jews.
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28 Christmas Morning, 
n.d.  
Watercolour,  
37.2 × 53 cm

29 Prophet and Angels, 
n.d.  
Watercolour,  
17 × 23.6 cm

30 Prophet with 
Aureole, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
21.9 × 14.6 cm

31 Nun and Priestly 
Figure, n.d.  
Watercolour, 
23.6 × 16.9 cm

32 Sectarian II, n.d. 
Watercolour,  
22 × 17.8 cm

33 Priest, n.d.  
Watercolour and  
opaque watercolour, 
18.7/19 × 12.2 cm  
Vatican collection of modern 
religious art, Rome

34 Old Couple Kneeling 
Before a Grave,  
n.d.  
Watercolour, 
18.7 × 25.5 cm 

35 Woman and Angel,  
n.d. 
Watercolour, 
19.6 × 17.4 cm

The “divinely gifted” artist

While Nolde’s religious cosmos of the 1930s and 1940s was still populated by at least 
some figures drawn from Christian iconography  –  God the Father, angels, priests, nuns, 
etc.  –  these were now much scarcer than, say, Vikings and warriors.  | figs. 28 – 35  | At the 
same time, Nolde himself remained deeply religious  –  and wanted to be perceived as such. 
For him, he noted in his manuscript of Jahre der Kämpfe, every human body was beautiful 

“as a bearer of the divine, of the soul”; the great Old German Masters, Grünewald, Rembrandt 
and Dürer, had felt this acutely, he argued  –  unlike their ‘Roman’ counterparts  –  and had 
accordingly lent their figures an “eternal form”.43 “The capable artist”, wrote Nolde, implicitly 
including himself among the Old Masters, “gives everything he touches the nobility of the 
divine”.44 This was more than just a sideswipe at Schultze-Naumburg’s book Kunst und 
Rasse (Art and Race); it was also a paraphrase of Hitler’s notion of the National Socialist 
artist-genius, proclaimed in one of his speeches at the Party rally of 1934: “Creative spirits 
gifted by God create forms that after centuries of development at last culminated in an 
expression of the life of culture and art in its entirety. [...] These geniuses, however  –  and they 
alone have been singled out by providence to be the gifted and talented heralds of beauty 
and dignity  –  have no need of patronage or recipes. They grow with their lofty purposes”.45 
Nolde still agreed with this even after the war was over. “Nature is declarative, but she never 
paints a picture”, he noted on one of his slips of paper. “The artist makes pictures and, if he 
is divinely gifted, his work will be very beautiful”.46 His notes of 1940 are full of reflections on 
the artistic act of creation and on the role of art as an epistemic medium for the divine, 
which conventional religious imagery had proved so poor at representing.47 In and of itself, 
this is not remarkable. Here Nolde reveals himself, like many of his contemporaries, as an 
heir to a deeply Romantic understanding of art.48 His perception of himself as a religious 
medium did not develop suddenly after 1933, but rather grew out of the way his works 
became religiously charged as a result of being admired  –  as must have happened fre-
quently in the immediate aftermath of the First World War. As early as 1920 Rudolf Probst, 
for example, described Nolde’s paintings as “the purest incarnation of the spirit of nature” 
and “the most wondrous nourishment of humanity”; their meaning could be elicited only 
through “total devotion”, he wrote, adding that the artist’s “sacred imperative” was the 
revelatory “voice of the Holy Spirit”.49 Like Probst, many of Nolde’s other admirers saw art as 
a kind of religion in which the artist played the role of prophet.50 The Noldes privately 
fostered this sanctification of his art just as his admirers willingly swallowed it  –  as when 
they spoke in hushed tones of the works they had seen in a gallery or at the painter’s home 
on Bayernallee as if they had been admitted to the Holy of Holies.51 From 1933 onwards, the 
National Socialist propaganda machine also fed this quasi-religious discourse. In preparation 
for the opening of the third Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung in July 1939, for example, 
the Propaganda Ministry announced that the venue, the Haus der Deutschen Kunst, was to 
be described “not as a salesroom, an art exchange or art market, but as a temple of German 
art, an ‘aesthetic church’ (Hölderlin)”.52 This accorded perfectly with Nolde’s adopted 
identity as an artist who, being above pecuniary considerations, had striven solely to produce 

“consummate art”  –  unlike the allegedly conformist, materialistic Impressionists.53 That he 
himself was one of the “divinely gifted” artists went without saying. “The wondrous joy of 
divine creativity”, he wrote on one of his notes, was “to extract from nothing what was not 
there before”.54 Nor did Ada have any doubts. What drew the countless visitors who flocked 
to her hospital bed in June 1943, she said, was the divine power of the works by Nolde that 
she had hung on the wall there: “Sunflowers and houses with clouds, people, people and 
people, all touched by God’s hand through the little peasant boy who although a little imp 
was blessed with a great gift”.55 The mention of the “little peasant boy” coming just a few 
weeks after Nolde, too, used the same phrase to style himself a martyr to his art in his reflec-
tions on Golgotha of May 1943 should make us prick up our ears.  | ➤  Chap. IV, p. 109 f.  | Just as 
Jesus in the Gospels starts off as the son of a humble carpenter before revealing himself 
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