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II. Accounts of Recent Conferences and Workshops Sponsored or Co-Sponsored by 

the Institute  

Roundtable Discussion on the Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the 

Assassination Attempt on Adolf Hitler, July 20, 1944. 

German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C., July, 25, 1994. Supported by the 

Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft. 

The fiftieth anniversary of the assassination attempt on Hitler on July 20, 1944, took 

place in a particularly politicized and controversial atmosphere. In Germany, a son of 

Count von Stauffenberg triggered a public debate when he argued that it was 

inappropriate for an exhibition in Berlin to include documentation of communist anti-

Nazi resistance. At about the same time, there was discord in Washington. When parts of 

the Berlin exhibition were to be shown at the Library of Congress, it was rumored that 

the German government had pressured hesitant Library officials to put on the show; a 

deliberate attempt, some critics charged, was made to beautify German history. 

Given this backdrop, the belated date of the GHI's roundtable discussion on these 

matters on July 25 might have actually worked to its advantage, since it provided the 

opportunity not only to discuss the history of German resistance, but also the politics of 

its commemoration. 

David C. Large, professor of history at Montana State University and editor of the 

GHI's volume "Contending with Hitler: Varieties of German Resistance in the Third 

Reich" (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), opened the session by outlining 

some of the basic issues. By focusing on the moral and political significance of anti-Nazi 

resistance for the Federal Republic as the successor state of the Third Reich rather than 

merely on its historical evaluation, he set the tone and topic for the later discussion. Large 

recalled not only the recent political irritations that preceded this fiftieth anniversary, but 

also the ambiguity that underlies the memory of resistance throughout the history of the 

Federal Republic: Conservatives had—and obviously still have—problems accepting the 

legitimacy of communist resistance; the Left was irritated by the largely antidemocratic 

political conceptions of military resistance; the churches, despite the individual heroism 

of figures like Bonhoeffer, Galen, and others, failed as institutions to stand up against 
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National Socialism; and, finally, because the attempted assassination of Hitler came at a 

time when the fate of the war had already turned against Germany, its value as a ticket for 

Germany's readmission to the community of "civilized" nations was diminished. Large 

also pointed out the special poignancy of the whole matter in contemporary Germany, as 

the country debates similar cases in the context of the history of the GDR. 

Charles Maier, professor of history at Harvard University, mainly agreed with Large's 

line of argument. In an effort to put the critique of anti-Nazi resistance into perspective, 

he pointed to the political and moral dilemmas that the resistance fighters themselves had 

to face. After all, in standing up to the most barbaric, merciless, and violent regime ever 

known, they had to take into account the fate of their loved ones; they lacked the 

opportunity to build a reliable infrastructure for the resistance movement; they had to 

practice solidarity in a state that was built on denunciation; they had to trust their co-

conspirators to the utmost in a state that fostered the most absolute distrust; and they had 

to accomplish all of this without having had any authentic democratic experience. In 

concluding his remarks, Maier—as Large had done before him—made a strong case for 

dealing with the legacy of resistance in an inclusive rather than an exclusive manner: "I 

think it would ill-serve the civic fabric of united Germany if exclusions were made 

among the resistance.... This Germany, after all, has to incorporate many people who 

made their peace with communism and its regime for forty-five years. . . . In terms of 

resistance, the nation has to be inclusive." 

Fritz Stern of Columbia University highlighted the perspective of those involved in 

the resistance. In the light of the well-known criticisms of the movement—i.e., the 

general weakness of resistance, its belated action, its lack of democratic spirit, the lack of 

concern for the fate of Europe's Jews—he pointed out the enormous amount of individual 

heroism it took to oppose the National Socialist regime. He also commented that, from 

his point of view, two important institutions in the post-war period might have learned 

their lessons: first, the lesson regarding their institutional failure during the Third Reich; 

and, second, the lesson that individuals like Stauffenberg, Bonhoeffer, and others had 

taught them. These institutions are the Bundeswehr, with its concepts of the soldier as a 

citizen in uniform and of internal discipline; and the churches, especially the Protestant 

church in the GDR, which proved its 
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willingness to offer space and some degree of protection to those who tried to liberate 

themselves from the SED regime. 

The ensuing discussion involved the general audience and was chaired by Hartmut 

Keil, the acting director of the GHI. The main issues debated were inclusion and 

exclusion, the evaluation of the date July 20, the question of assuming the role of 

collaborator and resister at the same time, and the political legacy of anti-Nazi resistance. 

 Dietmar Schirmer 

 

 

Two German Masters: Kidnapping Dürer and Rembrandt. The German 

Appropriation of Renaissance Art in the Late Nineteenth Century. 

Workshop at the German Historical Institute with Peter Gay, Marion Deshmukh, and 

Roger Chickering. Washington, D.C., December 8, 1994. 

At this workshop, Peter Gay gave a lucid presentation on the late nineteenth-century 

German attempt to portray Dürer and Rembrandt as German artists and political 

educators. Gay's lecture emanated from his current work of preparing a new part of his 

multi-volume study on the American and European middle classes. Drawing on many 

examples of nineteenth-century German art and how it was received, Gay described how 

contemporary art critics and writers in Germany had transformed Dürer's image from a 

German Renaissance artist to that of a political icon of Imperial Germany. The 

characteristic element of this reception was the exaggerated emphasis of the German 

elements in Dürer's work. Similarly, Julius Langbehn's attempt to portray Rembrandt as a 

political educator for the German people was not an isolated endeavor. On the contrary, it 

represented a broader effort to appropriate Renaissance art for nineteenth-century 

German nationalism. The reception of both artists thus formed part of a trend in the 

cultural perceptions of the German middle class. 

Marion Deshmukh's (George Mason University) comment drew attention to the 

growing interest in self-portraits in nineteenth-century art. Showing slides of the self-

portraits of Franz Lenbach, Hans Thoma, and others, she traced the reception of 

Rembrandt's oeuvre by German artists. Roger Chickering of Georgetown University 

followed Deshmukh's presentation with observations on the identity and politics of the 


