


HINDENBURG



OXFORD HISTORICAL MONOGRAPHS

Editors
P. Clavin R. J. W. Evans

L. Goldman J. Robertson R. Service
P. A. Slack B. Ward-Perkins

J. L. Watts



HINDENBURG
POWER, MYTH, AND THE

RISE OF THE NAZIS

ANNA VON DER GOLTZ

1



1
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6dp

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,

and education by publishing worldwide in

Oxford New York

Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi

New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in

Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore

South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© Anna von der Goltz 2009

The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

First published 2009

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,

without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate

reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,

Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

von der Goltz, Anna.
Hindenburg: power, myth, and the rise of the Nazis / Anna von der Goltz.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978–0–19–957032–4 (acid-free paper) 1. Hindenburg, Paul von,
1847–1934. 2. Presidents—Germany—Biography. 3. Germany—Politics and

government—1918–1933. I. Title.
DD231.H5V66 2009
943.085092—dc22

[B] 2009019323

Typeset by Laserwords Private Limited, Chennai, India
Printed in Great Britain
on acid-free paper by

MPG Books Group, King’s Lynn, Norfolk

ISBN 978–0–19–957032–4

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2



To Heide



This page intentionally left blank 



Acknowledgements

This book is a slightly revised version of my doctoral thesis submitted to
the University of Oxford in 2007. While working on it, I accumulated
many debts of gratitude that it is a pleasure to record here. I have been
exceptionally fortunate in enjoying the backing of not just one, but two
supervisors: Nicholas Stargardt and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann. Nick’s
constructive criticism, academic support, and extraordinary generosity with
his time made being his graduate student a great experience. Hartmut’s
historical curiosity and enthusiasm provided great encouragement and his
knowledge of German archives was indispensable. I can hardly express how
grateful I am to both of them for investing so much trust and time in my
work.

I would also like to thank my examiners Jane Caplan and Richard J.
Evans for a challenging viva, for reading the script so thoroughly, and for
making valuable suggestions for improvement.

My research would not have been possible without the generous financial
support of a number of institutions. The Faculty of Modern History at
the University of Oxford provided funds during the early years and the
Arts and Humanities Research Council supported the project throughout.
A Domus Scholarship from Merton College saved me from having to
re-apply for money as the years went on. I would also like to express
my thanks to everyone at Magdalen College for taking a leap of faith and
offering me a Prize Fellowship before my thesis was completed.

The staff of the archives and libraries in Berlin, Bonn, Freiburg, Koblenz,
London, Marburg, and Oxford I visited offered kind and thoughtful
guidance. Many other people also contributed to this study in more ways
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Introduction

O n 27 April 1925, the day after Paul von Hindenburg had won
the first presidential elections of the Weimar Republic, the liberal

weekly Welt am Montag offered a striking explanation for the victory of the
retired Field Marshal of the First World War. It had not been possible to
persuade the ‘ignorant’ with compelling and irrefutable arguments against
Hindenburg’s candidacy, the leading article argued,

because for them he is not at all a sharply delineated person with clear
character traits, but a mythical slogan, a fetish. They need only look at him,
hear his name, and the last of their reason goes up in smoke, they sink into a
state of befuddlement . . .¹

The left-liberal Frankfurter Zeitung took the same line. It conceded self-
critically that it had been ‘one of the gravest mistakes to spare the
Hindenburg legend’s life’ after Germany’s military collapse and revolution
in 1918. As a result of this omission, the article concluded admonishingly,
the ‘Hindenburg legend continues to live on among large parts of German
society’.² Both newspapers could find no explanation more convincing
for republican defeat than the alluring appeal of what they termed the
‘Hindenburg legend’ or the ‘Hindenburg myth’, which had supposedly
drawn German voters to the polls the previous Sunday.

In 1932, Hindenburg would win a second presidential election battle
fought under fundamentally altered political conditions. This time, left-
wing journalist Carl von Ossietzky was equally certain that no political
programme had brought about this victory. Only ‘Hindenburg has tri-
umphed, a piece of legend’, the future Nobel laureate maintained.³ Thus,
both in 1925 and 1932—the only two times in German history that the
people could elect their head of state directly and secretly—a majority
opted for the mythical Hindenburg.⁴
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Today remembered first and foremost critically for the role he would
play in the collapse of Weimar democracy by appointing Hitler as Reich
Chancellor on 30 January 1933, a myth surrounding Hindenburg as invoked
by these Weimar journalists seems a somewhat curious phenomenon.
Interviewed in 2003, during a controversy surrounding a possible retraction
of Hindenburg’s honorary citizenship of Berlin, the city’s one-time mayor,
Walter Momper (SPD), summed up this present-day sentiment with the
verdict: ‘there is no one who stands up for Hindenburg with enthusiasm’.⁵
As the pointed election commentary of 1925 shows, however, matters
looked entirely different then. If the papers’ analyses are to be believed,
Hindenburg was a figure enthralling enough to let voters’ capacities for
critical thinking evaporate and to paralyse republican defences. In the
seventh year after the First World War had ended—having brought in its
wake the collapse of the German monarchies, near civil war, hyperinflation,
and a reviled peace treaty cementing German war guilt, the loss of substantial
territory, and a reduced army—Hindenburg, who had led the German
armies between 1916 and 1919, remained the undisputed living national
hero in Germany.

How, then, did this man acquire the extraordinary, mythical stature that
enabled him to capture the presidency in 1925 and to defend it in 1932?
How did his myth manage to survive military failure in 1918, and why
was the sheer presence of his name on the ballot enough to mesmerize a
critical mass of voters? Admiring and trusting Hindenburg were, of course,
not the only factors that motivated voters’ choices and dominated people’s
concerns in the complex period of Weimar. Nevertheless, the suddenness,
intensity, longevity, striking political and social breadth, and the political
deployment of Hindenburg’s adulation, in short, the power of his myth
between 1914 and 1934, was a political phenomenon of the first order that
merits detailed examination. How this little-known General, whose career
to normal retirement age had provided no real foretaste of his heroic status
after 1914, became a national icon and living myth, catching the imagination
of millions of Germans, and what this phenomenon tells us about one of
the most crucial periods of the country’s history, is the subject of this book.

∗ ∗ ∗

Much has been written about Paul von Hindenburg. A bibliography
compiled by the National Socialist Cultural Community a few years after
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the President’s death, already listed no fewer than 3,000 works on the
deceased.⁶ The volume of studies since has grown considerably. The
historiography to date, however, consists first and foremost of assessments
of Hindenburg’s military leadership and political role as head of the third
Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL) during the First World War⁷, of biographical
approaches, which either focus on the period of 1914–1918⁸ or concentrate
on Hindenburg’s politics until 1934.⁹ Some of these studies—even from
the post-1945 era—have to be considered hagiographic.¹⁰ In addition, the
very fact that Hindenburg was a key player in Weimar politics in the
second half of the 1920s and, in particular, during the era of the so-called
presidential cabinets between 1930 and 1933, means that his part in the
political decision-making process has been analysed in the standard works
on the history of this period.¹¹ The overwhelming majority of these works
is concerned exclusively with political and military matters. Hindenburg’s
talents as a military commander, the ambivalent nature of his relationship
with Erich Ludendorff, his own political ideas, and his stance towards
Kaiser Wilhelm II are themes addressed in the literature. Furthermore,
many specialized studies have shed light on various aspects of Hindenburg’s
record as President.¹²

For a long time, the consensus had been that Hindenburg was a per-
sonally weak and untalented military leader and an apolitical and perhaps
not particularly intelligent Reich President, who was largely steered by
others—a consensus summed up by John Wheeler-Bennett’s evocative
description of Hindenburg as a ‘wooden titan’, imposing on the outside but
hollow within.¹³ Those charged with pulling the strings in the background
were first and foremost Erich Ludendorff during wartime and the so-called
camarilla during his presidency, allegedly comprising his son Oskar, his State
Secretary Otto Meissner, and various figures from the East Prussian agrarian
conservative political milieu and German big business.¹⁴ Only recently has
this paradigm been thoroughly questioned, with newer studies revising the
idea of an all-powerful camarilla and highlighting Hindenburg’s independ-
ent thought and acute political understanding. Werner Maser, Harald Zaun,
and, most recently, Wolfram Pyta have revealed a political figure much
better-informed and in command of his decisions than previously thought
and—though not its focal point—this study makes a further contribution
to revising the idea of an apolitical and weak-willed Hindenburg.¹⁵

While Hindenburg’s politics are an important issue, the thrust of this
book is different. Although it is widely acknowledged that the Field Marshal
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had entered the realm of myth during his lifetime, little research has been
done on what that myth meant.¹⁶ How did it come into being, how
was it communicated, appropriated, transformed, and how did it function
between 1914 and 1934, and beyond his death? Those historians who
invoke the phenomenon usually treat it first and foremost as a political
issue, a factor in German political history, debated endlessly by party
politicians and in the political press.¹⁷ Here, however, the Hindenburg
myth will be investigated as a political and cultural phenomenon, which
did not just occupy those involved in German politics, but penetrated much
broader sections of society in its myriad forms. The mythical narrative sheds
a great deal on how power was brokered and what hopes, wishes, and fears
the German population harboured between 1914 and 1934.

∗ ∗ ∗

The study of political myths—central components of cultural memory—is
largely based on the notion of socially constructed memory.¹⁸ It owes much
to the theoretical works of French interwar sociologist Maurice Halbwachs.
In his pioneering work Halbwachs argued that images of the past are not
static, but in flux; different socio-political groups constantly contest them.¹⁹
The problem of memory is thus one of social power. Analysing what
a society or community remembers—and how—is a way of reading
the cultural distribution of power within that society and gives us clues
to the needs and wishes of its members.²⁰ Rather than commemorating
‘objectively’, each age reconstructs the past within images that suit its present
needs. Politicians and opinion-makers intent on furthering a more current
agenda often appropriate such constructed images of the past.²¹ Far from
being a method pursued only by authoritarian regimes or dictatorships,
the deployment of the past to meet more current practical ends is a
phenomenon that can also be witnessed in pluralist democratic societies.²²

The application of Halbwachs’s model of how the memory of individuals
is converted into collective memory has since led to extensive research
into the history of commemorative practices in the public sphere.²³ The
politics of memory and commemoration in the fragmented political culture
of the Weimar Republic with its lack of a historical consensus has been
subject to particularly close scholarly attention.²⁴ It took some time until the
theoretical sophistication of this area of research began to have an impact
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on the study of political myths. As late as the mid-1990s one historian
bemoaned that in spite of the cultural turn historical scholarship had mostly
ignored the study of myths.²⁵ This has changed in recent years; scholars
have discovered the history of myth as a fruitful subject.²⁶

After 1945 the notion of myth was largely discredited in Germany. The
National Socialists’ powerful appropriation of older political myths during
their rise to power and the aesthetics of their rule meant that myths were
seen first and foremost as possessing dangerous emotional connotations,
causing people to depart from rational behaviour. Myths appeared as haz-
ardous weapons from the arsenal of political propagandists, especially in
authoritarian societies and dictatorships, which ran counter to the values
of an enlightened democratic society.²⁷ In the period under investigation,
however, the term did not yet entail these negative connotations, but was
largely considered a positive social force.²⁸ Even the German philosopher
Ernst Cassirer, dubbed the ‘father of the modern study of myths’²⁹ who
described myth as a potentially destructive force in his highly influential
The Myth of the State published after the Second World War, had subscribed
to a more positive understanding of the concept in the 1920s.³⁰ This 1920s
consensus on myth as a constructive force may explain why Hindenburg’s
contemporaries frequently interpreted his mythical exaltation in a positive
light without fear that such candour would discredit the cult.³¹ Contempor-
ary society considered myth a binding force, a social glue, which appealed
to people on an emotional level serving to integrate different groups within
society. Myth seemed to be an almost natural force, which belonged to all
forms of human life ‘like roots to a plant’.³² Especially during the 1920s,
as some contemporary observers noted, people were ‘starving’ or ‘longing’
for myth in Germany, thus expressing the belief that myth was somewhat
organic.³³

Hence, in this study the term ‘myth’ will not be used in its colloquial
form as a deliberate falsification or an outright lie. It differs from the term
‘legends’ in this respect. Legends are commonly defined as stories based on
half-truths and distortions of reality.³⁴ By contrast, the aim here is not to
contrast the ‘real’ Hindenburg with the mythical one. Naturally, some of
the factual distortions that lie at the heart of the narrative surrounding him
will be discussed, but the aim of this study is neither to uncover the real
‘Victor of Tannenberg’ nor to prove that Hindenburg was not worthy of
his adulation.³⁵ Instead, the Hindenburg myth itself will take centre stage
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and will be analysed as a complex communicative process, in which the
motives of both myth-purveyors and consumers have to be examined.

The term ‘myth’ is defined as an ‘order of images with a metaphysical
claim’.³⁶ Myths are symbolically charged narratives that purport to give
a true account of a set of past, present, or predicted political events
and are accepted by a social group.³⁷ They are told to explain or justify
present conditions and as social constructions of reality, they appeal to the
emotional dimension of human thought.³⁸ By reducing complex events
to simple processes (e.g. by creating a dichotomy of ‘good versus evil’,
‘hero and coward’, or ‘us versus them’) myth-purveyors seek to simplify
reality for the purpose of increasing affective mass unity.³⁹ This is a viable
avenue, because reducing the multiplicity of standpoints creates a feeling of
community and belonging—myths integrate.⁴⁰ They also generate meaning
by acting as a filter of reality, a lens through which events and human
actions are perceived.

Furthermore, they have a normative function: the protagonists of myth-
ical narratives—the mythical heroes—often embody a set of values and
serve as role models appealing to societies or social groups to emulate their
virtuous stance.⁴¹ Equally, mythical figures have much to reveal about the
society in which they are worshipped: as the symbolic expression of its
hidden conflicts, fears, hopes, longings, and needs they give us vital clues
to the ‘collective unconscious of a society’.⁴²

As manifestations of collective memory, myths are dynamic. They con-
sist of different layers—what Levi-Strauss termed ‘les véritables unités
constitutives du mythe’—and are therefore by nature polyvalent in their
form.⁴³ Their function is not always clear-cut. It can, in fact, vary consid-
erably depending on the respective social and political context in which
they surface. Myths can thus create legitimacy for an existing political
order, but they can also destabilize conditions—depending on how and by
whom they are deployed and which particular mythical layer is emphasized
at which point.⁴⁴ Myths are embedded into the binding forces of social
groups or societies. In times of crisis they are often especially potent and
prolific, as Ernst Cassirer was one of the first to recognize.⁴⁵ The period
under investigation, which was defined by the experience of the First
World War, Germany’s military collapse and revolution in 1918/19, and
the politically, economically, and socially unstable years of the Weimar
Republic was the perfect ‘incubator for political myths’, the ‘natural soil’
in which they ‘found ample nourishment’.⁴⁶
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‘Mythophilia’ and by definition the worshipping of individual heroes
had generally been on the rise in Europe since the mid-nineteenth century,
particularly in Germany, not least due to the promise innate in myths
of filling the void left by the decline of religious thinking in the era of
secularization.⁴⁷ Thomas Nipperdey identified the ‘inclination to historical
myths, monumentality and pathos’ as one of the negative aspects of the
Wilhelmine period.⁴⁸ As early as the 1860s, the historian Jacob Burckhardt
had observed ‘intense longing for great men’ in Germany and Thomas
Carlyle’s lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History, in which
he hailed hero-worship as one of the most efficient means of stabilizing a
social and political order, went through numerous German editions.⁴⁹ Leo
von Klenze’s Walhalla monument near Regensburg, a pantheon of German
heroes, had opened in 1842, and turned into a magnet for tourists. After
1871 a large number of memorials to individual heroes—especially Otto
von Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm I—were erected throughout Germany
and German schoolchildren were instilled with a sense of their historic
glory in the Kaiserreich’s history lessons that focused overwhelmingly on the
role of ‘great men’.⁵⁰

Myths and mythical hero figures are rarely new inventions. It is easier for
them to gain potency if they correspond to the structure of a society’s ima-
gination and build upon semantic and semiotic traditions.⁵¹ The dominant
hero figure of the latter half of the nineteenth century was, of course, the
‘Iron Chancellor’, and Hindenburg was often hailed as a ‘new Bismarck’
based on the two men’s visual and political associations.⁵² Hindenburg’s
image was also composed of different elements of other historical narratives.
His myth was closely entwined with the notion of German ‘innocence’
for the outbreak of war in 1914, the saviour theme, the ‘stab-in-the-back’
legend, and the ‘spirit of 1914’. He was firmly embedded in this mythical
network of Weimar Germany and served as the supreme individual living
link between these collective moments and tales.⁵³

Furthermore, Hindenburg’s adulation owed much to even older German
patterns of thought. In some important respects, he met the criteria of a
classic hero figure—ideals worshipped in the nineteenth century in figures
as diverse as Arminius or Hermann, who had defeated the Roman troops
in the Teutoburg Forest in ad 9, in Siegfried, the hero of the Nibelungen
saga popularized as the German national epic since the beginning of the
nineteenth century, and in the legend of the medieval Hohenstauffen
Emperor Friedrich I Barbarossa, who would allegedly awake one day from
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his long sleep inside Mount Kyffhäuser to restore the German Reich to its
former greatness.⁵⁴ All three had gained prominence as a reaction to the
Napoleonic occupation and the wars of liberation at the beginning of the
nineteenth century.⁵⁵

The archetypal hero of the classic heroic saga was almost exclusively male
and an aristocrat who embodied the values of medieval society resurrected
by German romanticism: honour, loyalty, obedience, and piety.⁵⁶ Indeed,
the one great German heroine, Queen Luise of Prussia, supposedly em-
bodied them all in a heightened degree.⁵⁷ As the personification of German
wartime virtues, Hindenburg fitted this description perfectly. In sacrificing
his comfortable life in retirement in Hanover, he personified another key
element of heroism: leaving one’s home to experience ‘adventures’ in a
‘strange and faraway land’ (in his case German military headquarters in the
east).⁵⁸ Though he could hardly be said to be either youthful or athletic
(usually a further precondition for heroic status), this did not stop illustrators
from portraying Hindenburg as a youthful and athletic giant into old age.⁵⁹

∗ ∗ ∗

Some scholars have turned to Max Weber’s concept of ‘charismatic au-
thority’ to explain the adulation of heroic political leaders.⁶⁰ In his seminal
work on what constitutes legitimate rule the sociologist described trust
in a ‘charismatic leader’ as one of the binding social forces that can lend
legitimacy to a social order. Charismatic rule is based on the exceptional
belief in the heroic power and model function of a leader who is thought
to possess extraordinary qualities.⁶¹

The concept has first and foremost been applied to Hitler and Bis-
marck. Since Weber’s notion of plebiscitary democratic leadership found
expression in the Weimar constitution at least in part—the President was
elected by popular vote and could dissolve the Reichstag—an analysis of
Hindenburg as ‘charismatic leader’ might seem like an obvious choice.⁶²
On closer inspection, however, in Hindenburg’s case the blanket concept
of ‘charismatic authority’ poses almost as many questions as it provides
answers. Whilst its emphasis on the charismatic leader functioning as a
projection screen for the needs and wishes of a society is certainly useful,
it does not tell us much about the daily face of charisma—the communi-
cation of a leader’s popularity, the role of the media, of everyday objects,
symbolic displays and rituals.⁶³ Most importantly, Weber insists that the
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charismatic leader has to prove his worth time and again to sustain his
authority. He cites the case of a Chinese monarch under whose rule a series
of natural catastrophes occurs and whose troops are defeated in the field.
As a consequence, his followers lose their trust in his exceptional qualities
and his authority falters; he can no longer sustain his charismatic rule.⁶⁴ As
we will see, Weber’s insistence on the leader having to prove his worth
continuously to guarantee the loyalty of his following, cannot be applied
to Hindenburg’s mythical standing in a clear-cut manner.⁶⁵ Hindenburg
did not deliver victory in 1918. Nor did he ‘save’ Germany from perceived
international humiliation, civil war, or hyperinflation in the postwar years.
Nor could he avert the increasing political polarization, economic crisis,
and record unemployment of the late 1920s and early 1930s, and he did
not, as the majority of his voters of 1932 had hoped, save Germany from
Nazi rule. Thus, Hindenburg did at least as much to disappoint the ex-
pectations his devotees had invested in him as he did to turn desperate
hopes into confident expectations in the first place. And yet, he kept the
status of a mythical hero throughout the period of 1914 to 1934. Those
who subscribed to his myth largely clung to their beliefs for twenty years
and more, although the political system in which they lived and all its
other symbols (including the national flag) were overthrown not once, but
twice during this time. The belief in Hindenburg’s mythical qualities was
less ephemeral and more enduring than a close reading of Weber would
suggest.⁶⁶

How far was such mythical adulation an exclusively German phe-
nomenon? Should the personality cult surrounding Hindenburg be con-
sidered a further stride on Germany’s ‘special path’, ultimately ending in
dictatorship and war?⁶⁷ Parallels to the hero worship of Hindenburg cer-
tainly suggest themselves in other countries and periods even though they
cannot be discussed in detail here.⁶⁸ In wartime Britain, not just a civilian
leader like David Lloyd George was revered, but Herbert Kitchener, idol-
ized until his sudden death in 1916, determined the British iconography
of wartime.⁶⁹ In the Second World War, Winston Churchill seemingly
embodied key British virtues such as resilience and fighting spirit and has
remained a popular icon to this day.⁷⁰ In France, Philippe Pétain emerged
as the hero of the First World War, his fame, like Hindenburg’s, resting
on a defensive battle—Verdun—and he would also be portrayed as the
‘saviour’ of the French as the leader of the Vichy government. The trust
of large parts of the French population in Maréchal Pétain also proved
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remarkably enduring even after the pitfalls of the policy of collaboration
his name sanctioned became evident. The Pétain myth, in fact, shaped and
defined French politics from the First World War to the post-1945 period,
in similar ways the Hindenburg myth left its mark on German history
between 1914 and 1934.⁷¹ A hundred years earlier, Napoleon Bonaparte
had also entered the realm of myth during his own lifetime. At the core
of his myth lay not just his glory as a victorious military leader, but also
notions of non-partisanship and a conciliatory political role—not all too
different from Hindenburg’s reputation as towering above the fray of party
politics. Napoleon’s myth, too, was a broad and complex phenomenon
that lasted beyond his death and represented much more than romantic
nostalgia for the Imperial past. And like Hindenburg, Napoleon was the
subject of a ‘cult of objects’.⁷² In Italy, the country that invites comparison
with Germany most frequently due to its relatively late unification and
strong regional characteristics, Guiseppe Garibaldi, the hero of the Risor-
gimento, a potent and plastic symbol of Italian nationalism, was exalted to
mythical heights during his lifetime. As in Hindenburg’s case, the Garibaldi
myth was the result of an ‘intricate process of negotiation between actor
and audience’ whose authorship was not always clear-cut, as Lucy Riall
has shown recently.⁷³ Socialist regimes, be it Communist China or Soviet
Russia, have equally witnessed heroic leadership cults around Mao Zedong,
Lenin, and Stalin.⁷⁴

Notwithstanding these parallels, which show that worshipping mythical
figures was not limited exclusively to Germany, however, the Hindenburg
myth merits investigation because its consequences were extremely serious:
it was followed by National Socialism. While this outcome was far from
coincidental, it was, as this study will assert, not inevitable from the outset.
Public displays of unity between Hindenburg and the ‘young leader’
Adolf Hitler, such as the infamous ‘Day of Potsdam’ of March 1933
were, of course, milestones in both the history of Hindenburg’s mythical
adulation and in showcasing the ‘people’s community’, a key element
of Nazi propaganda. Focusing exclusively on Hindenburg’s image in the
early years of the Nazi regime, however, entails the danger of buying
into Nazi propaganda by reducing the hero worship of Hindenburg to
a linear process, which was always going to result in Hitler coming to
power—when, in fact, it is precisely the complexity of Hindenburg’s
idolization that makes the phenomenon worth investigating. For it was not
just based on right-wing notions of authoritarian leadership but also more
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collective national values, such as salvaging something positive from war
and defeat, preventing chaos, and about self-affirmation and German virtues
in the face of crisis. The polyvalent and multi-layered nature of the narrative
also meant that different groups could deploy the myth, at different times,
and for different purposes. It did not serve the same clear-cut rationale for
twenty years; its function changed repeatedly depending on the conditions
of its deployment. This plasticity made the Hindenburg myth a much more
powerful political weapon than a clear-cut symbol strictly consigned to the
echelons of Weimar’s political right could ever have been. As this study
will show, it was precisely because he managed to cut across party political
lines like almost no other figure in this period of political polarization that
Hindenburg’s myth—and, by extension, his actions—could wield such
influence over the course of German history.

Weimar’s political landscape was fragmented into numerous different
social-political milieux, with at least nine different political or professional
affiliations having been identified by scholars as the locus of group iden-
tities—the liberals, Social Democrats, left-wing intellectuals, Communists,
political Catholics, the industrial elites, agrarian conservatives, right-wing
nationalists, and the Nazis.⁷⁵ When analysing the political and cultural codes
to which they subscribed, they can be reduced to three blocks—the repub-
licans, who were essentially in favour of Weimar democracy, the nationalist
right, which opposed it and favoured authoritarian rule, and the Socialist
block, which extolled class warfare.⁷⁶ As we will see, only the latter, com-
prised of the left-wing of Social Democracy and the Communist Party
(KPD) founded after the revolution in 1918, was immune to Hindenburg’s
appeal from 1914 to 1934. All other seven subgroups—albeit at different
times and in qualitatively different ways—subscribed to significant elements
of the mythical narrative, and there we must include the moderate Social
Democratic majority, which had supported the war and the Republic. He
thus did not quite achieve, but bordered on a catch-all appeal.

In terms of myth-making, Hindenburg’s exaltation was somewhat special.
Without a permanent propagandistic myth-maker, or, to use Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s term, ‘bricoleur’, in the fashion of Joseph Goebbels to Hitler (at
least prior to 1933), his mythical adulation was promoted by a variety
of players.⁷⁷ Acknowledging Hindenburg’s own role in promoting and
safeguarding his fame is especially crucial, because his much-trumpeted
personal modesty, lack of ambition and political interest, as well as his
non-existent vanity were such central elements of the mythical narrative.
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According to his admirers, Hindenburg regarded the cult that had accreted
around his name with growing irritation and did nothing to further this
adulation. The liberal publicist Theodor Wolff, for instance, proclaimed that
Hindenburg gained popularity precisely because he did not look for it. ‘It
is unthinkable that anyone else on whom the eyes of the world rest, is freer
of pose, less concerned with making a positive impression . . . than him’,
he wrote in 1932.⁷⁸ Such convictions have turned out to be remarkably
long-lived.⁷⁹ Although replacing the notion of a Hindenburg, who was
entirely free of vanity and did nothing to further his cult, with that of a
highly image-conscious politician obsessed with his public standing may be
tempting, such a turnaround would be oversimplified. The truth probably
lies somewhere in between these two extremes: there is plenty of evidence
to revise contemporary ideas about Hindenburg’s indifference towards his
public standing, but there were also limits to his attempts to control the
way he was portrayed, especially, as we will see, in ostentatiously apolitical
media.⁸⁰ Hindenburg’s vanity or image-consciousness cannot explain every
twist and turn of his career.⁸¹

Since the main focus of this study will be on Hindenburg’s mythical
adulation during his lifetime, rather than on the posthumous deployment
of his myth, it differs from other works on myth and memory in some
important respects. Myths surrounding political ideas, such as that of the
‘national community’, or heroes of a previous era, such as the myths of
Bismarck or Hermann the Cherusker in the Weimar years, are confined
to the realm of discourse and commemoration. Thus, their capacity as
projection screens for contemporary ideas and the influence exerted on
them by present agendas is much more clear-cut. As a living myth,
Hindenburg could still influence the way he was perceived, and he could
and did make decisions that contradicted his erstwhile reputation. In that
sense, the future Nobel laureate Carl von Ossietzky only grasped part
of the phenomenon when he described Hindenburg as ‘a heroic frame
onto which anyone can clamp whatever colourful web of illusions he
desires’.⁸² In fact, there was a tension inherent in the Hindenburg myth
between the projected needs and wishes of his followers and his political
actions. Because he made decisions that often contradicted the expectations
of his diverse adherents, Hindenburg was no empty vessel waiting to be
filled with whichever dreams and wishes people harboured at a particular
moment in time. They could not simply mould him into the mythical
figure they desired, but had to work with what they got from him. His
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actions were constantly incorporated into the mythical narrative, making it
an ever-evolving phenomenon. This inner tension and need for ongoing
adaptation, and the fact that despite so many ruptures between 1914 and
1934 the myth managed to survive make its history particularly worth
examining.



1
The ‘Victor of Tannenberg’

I n the beginning was Tannenberg. Paul Ludwig Hans Anton von
Beneckendorff und von Hindenburg—to give his full name—the

son of a Prussian aristocrat and a non-aristocratic mother born in Posen on
2 October 1847, was virtually unknown to the German public before the
famous battle of August 1914.

Hindenburg’s normal military career ended in 1911, when he retired.
At the age of eighteen, in 1866, he joined the recently established Third
Regiment of Foot Guards and was thereby admitted to the esteemed
Prussian officer corps, membership of which went hand in hand with
greatly increased social prestige. During the Austro-Prussian war of 1866,
young Hindenburg fought in the famous battle of Königgrätz; four years
later, during the Franco-Prussian war, he took part in the crucial battles of
Saint-Privat and Sedan. When Wilhelm I of Prussia was crowned German
Emperor at Versailles on 18 January 1871, the 23-year-old Hindenburg had
the honour to be present as his regiment’s representative. After successfully
concluding his training at the Prussian Military Academy, he was admitted
to the prestigious Prussian General Staff and would later spend several years
teaching tactics at the Academy. He continued to rise up the ranks steadily,
eventually becoming an Infantry General—the third highest rank in the
Prussian army—in 1905.

Hindenburg had always been known to delegate many tasks to his
subordinates—a key feature of the later and more well-known stages
of his military and political career—and renowned for his calmness and
equanimity, major strengths that would also become central to his public
image. A devout Protestant and Prussian aristocrat, he was deeply attached
to his monarch and the traditional Prussian values of loyalty, honour,
piety, and obedience. As a member of the Prussian military establishment
Hindenburg was naturally anti-liberal and conservative in his political
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outlook. He was however, no conservative Altpreuße suspecting German
unification of macerating Prussia’s character; rather, his attachment to the
ideal of a unified German nation meant that he had welcomed unification
in 1871.¹ A family man, married happily to his wife Gertrud with whom he
had a son and two daughters, with a soft spot for hunting, long walks, and
military marches, his was not a particularly dazzling character. Personable
and usually well-liked by those who met him face-to-face, but not a great
orator or brilliant intellectual, Hindenburg never excelled in creativity or
strategic thinking throughout his solidly successful career, exhibiting little
of the military genius that would later be attributed to him. Nevertheless,
his name was mentioned as merely one of seven in discussions about who
would succeed Alfred von Schlieffen as Chief of the General Staff in 1906.
Even though Hindenburg was by no means a favourite and duly lost out
to Helmuth von Moltke the younger, the fact that he was even considered
to become the Kaiser’s chief military adviser shows that his career prior to
1911 was, in fact, a remarkably thriving one.² And yet, the German public
scarcely took notice of Hindenburg’s departure in 1911; well-known in
military circles only, his career seemed to have passed its natural zenith
at the age of 64. He had certainly distinguished himself, but that was
all. After the outbreak of war, however, he would have greatness thrust
upon him.

In August 1914, he was called back to active service to command the
Eighth Army in East Prussia when it had run into difficulties under its
previous commander, Maximilian von Prittwitz und Gaffron. Hindenburg
was not chosen for his strategic brilliance, but as a good delegator and
calm and composed presence. His foremost task was to provide a backbone
to the ambitious and more junior Major-General Erich Ludendorff, who
had just proven his talents at the Battle of Liège. Wilhelm Groener, who
would eventually succeed the impulsive Ludendorff in 1918, claimed with
hindsight that ‘the only reason for . . . [Hindenburg’s] appointment was that
due to his phlegm he would not interfere with Ludendorff ’s decisions’.³
While Hindenburg’s re-activation still went unnoticed, the events of late
August 1914 proved to be the turning point.

In Germany, as, in fact, in most belligerent countries, the successful
psychological mobilization of the population rested largely on the idea of
fighting a defensive war. Accordingly, the German government had gone
to great lengths to ensure that the German people believed that they were
being attacked.⁴ As some of the very few battles fought on German soil
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during the entire war, the events on Germany’s Eastern Front in the first
few weeks of August 1914 proved to be pivotal.⁵

The Russian Army had marched into East Prussia in early August
1914, occupying large parts of the province. The invasion played a crucial
role in emphasizing the idea of Germany defending herself—an idea
otherwise increasingly hard to maintain in the light of Germany’s invasion
of neutral Belgium. Newspaper reports about Russian atrocities against
the civilian population only strengthened the German people’s sense of
collective victimhood, the seeds of which had been carefully sown by
stoking up Russophobia and the fear of encirclement in the prewar years.
This strategy had been crowned by remarkable success, even among Social
Democrats.⁶ Describing the Russian soldiers on the Eastern Front, Social
Democratic war correspondent Wilhelm Düwell invoked the image of
‘semi-barbarians, who scorch, murder, loot, who shoot at Samaritans, who
vandalize medical stations, and spare neither women nor the injured’. Those
were the true pillars of tsarism, he concluded, ‘the scourge of Europe’.⁷ Such
depictions could build on much older stereotypes of a people characterized
by Slavonic barbarism and aggression—stereotypes even many Social
Democrats subscribed to.⁸ In fact, their support for the war on 4 August
1914 was the logical consequence of their repugnance of tsarist autocracy, a
cornerstone of Marxist ideology and a Social Democratic ‘article of faith’, as
well as the result of their equally long-established commitment to national
defence.⁹

Liberal publicists were no less eager to point out that Russia occupied a
special place amongst Germany’s enemies. In the words of Theodor Wolff,
the chief editor of the Berliner Tageblatt, ‘a difference exists between the
French, who defend their country, and the great Russian mass, which
follows the Tsar’s orders without any national driving force’.¹⁰ For him
the ‘overthrow’ and ‘weakening of the [Russian] colossus . . . was the moral
idea of this great fight’.¹¹

Once the Russian occupation had ended, the atrocity stories in the Ger-
man press largely turned out to be exaggerated.¹² Nevertheless, the notion
of a brutal Russian bear violating Germany’s innocence had established
itself as a powerful image in the collective mind of the German people.
Not only would such notions be carefully kept alive by propagandists,
but they also provided a welcome counter against stories of atrocities
committed by German troops in Belgium, a recurrent theme of Allied
propaganda.¹³



the ‘victor of tannenberg’ 17

This sense of victimhood is vital for understanding the public’s responses
to the outbreak of war. The belief that German society had welcomed war
with unanimous enthusiasm, captured by the so-called ‘spirit of 1914’, and
united in a renewed sense of community, has long since been revised. In
its stead a more complex picture has emerged of an ‘August experience’
characterized by a combination of duty-bound patriotism and fervent
nationalism with an undercurrent of real anxiety, apprehension, and fear.¹⁴
In that sense, many Germans—even if supportive of the war—perceived
August 1914 as a moment of crisis and uncertainty. Myths are particularly
prolific during such moments since they offer desperate individuals the
opportunity to repress their fears.¹⁵ The public enthusiasm that accompanied
the news of the victory at Tannenberg in late August and early September
1914—as well as Hindenburg’s subsequent adulation—has to be viewed
against the background of people’s heightened senses, their uncertainty and
anxiety about what this war would bring. Focusing on Tannenberg and
Hindenburg was one way of bottling up more sombre thoughts.¹⁶

Furthermore, having followed the extensive news coverage of the
Russian occupation, many Germans probably felt genuinely liberated
from the yoke of ‘barbarism’.¹⁷ But Tannenberg was also hailed as an
outstanding victory for other reasons. The fighting, having lasted several
days, had resulted in the total defeat of the Second Russian Army under
its commander Alexander Samsonov on 29 August 1914. Capitalizing on
the failure of all co-ordination between Samsonov’s army and Paul von
Rennenkampf’s First Russian Army in East Prussia, the Germans had
moved rapidly from the eastern part of the province to assemble opposite
the southern Russian army, surrounding it on three sides. The battle resulted
in 50,000 Russian dead and wounded, and 92,000 soldiers taken prisoner
against German casualties of 10–15,000—despite the Germans’ inferiority
in numbers.¹⁸ Subsequently, the Germans turned eastwards, where, in a
series of confrontations in early September, known as the Battles of the
Masurian Lakes, they temporarily pushed the First Russian Army out of
Germany and took an additional 125,000 Russian prisoners—although this
time the German armies suffered nearly as many casualties as the Russian.¹⁹
The total defeat of the Second Russian Army at Tannenberg and the sheer
number of prisoners taken made this victory stand out remarkably against
the battles waged on the Western Front. In this modern conflict on an
unprecedented scale, which would increasingly become characterized by
military stalemate and trench warfare, Tannenberg was an old-fashioned and
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decisive victory, reminiscent of German successes in the wars of unification.
The battle would even be referred to as a modern Cannae—one of the most
famous battles of encirclement of all time—on more than one occasion.²⁰

Tannenberg’s simultaneity with the Battle of the Marne on the Western
Front further enhanced its propagandistic use. Initially, the German public
had been promised a swift victory in the west, with Paris being taken within
six weeks. After some early successes, however, the western campaign
became stuck, resulting in the large-scale withdrawal of the German armies
at the river Marne in September 1914. This major setback, as well as
Helmuth von Moltke’s subsequent breakdown and resignation as Chief of
the General Staff, were not debated openly in Germany’s censored press.²¹
Instead the German victories on the Eastern Front were emphasized in
the daily army reports to gloss over the defeat at the Marne. The news of
Tannenberg was, of course, greeted enthusiastically in the German press
and public in late August, but that enthusiasm only reached its height after
the defeat at the Marne had become evident to German officials in mid-
September.²² By emphasizing information on the eastern campaigns when
positive news from the Western Front was lacking, the German military
carefully orchestrated continued belief in their prowess and prospects of a
swift victory. Tannenberg thus proved to be a powerful tool in the battle
for the hearts and minds of the German population—a promise of further
victories to come.

The clever naming of the battle can equally help to explain why it grew
to mythical proportions, rivalling Verdun as the most famous battle of the
First World War in German memory. The first semi-official dispatches of
the German wire service, Wolffs Telegraphisches Büro (WTB), did not
cite the catchy name ‘Tannenberg’, but spoke of three-day-long clashes
in ‘Gilgenburg and Ortelsburg’.²³ Equally, an instruction by General von
Kessel of 29 August stated that flags should be raised on all public buildings
to commemorate ‘the victory at Gilgenburg’.²⁴ The name ‘Tannenberg’
was not mentioned until 31 August, but the events would soon thereafter be
known exclusively by this name. ‘Tannenberg’ triggered association with
one of the greatest humiliations in German public memory, the defeat of the
knights of the German Order by Polish and Lithuanian armies in July 1410.
After Poland’s partition in the eighteenth century, 1410 became a symbol
for the Polish struggle for independence. The celebratory commemorations
staged in Cracow on the occasion of the 500th anniversary of the battle
in 1910 had brought back to life the memory of the German defeat and
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had caused heated public reactions in Germany. A victory with the same
name, albeit against Russia, offered a welcome opportunity to overcome
this painful recollection in 1914.²⁵

Different individuals claimed credit for the idea of re-naming the battle,
including Max Hoffmann, one of the lesser-known architects of German
victory in East Prussia, Erich Ludendorff, and finally, Hindenburg himself.
As he wrote to his wife on 30 August 1914:

I have asked H.M. [His Majesty] to name the three-day-long fights the
Battle of Tannenberg. At Tannenberg, situated between Gilgenburg and
Hohenstein, the Poles and Lithuanians defeated the German Order in 1410.
Now, 504 years later, we have taken revenge . . .²⁶

This christening demonstrated Hindenburg’s acute sense of the politics
of memory;²⁷ it ensured that the German public instantly perceived it
as a victory of historic proportions—and in making himself Tannenberg’s
godfather Hindenburg equally guaranteed that his own name would forever
be associated with this supposedly seminal event. The fact that news of
the triumph was still coming in on 2 September, the anniversary of the
Battle of Sedan, which had spelt victory for the German armies in the
Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71 and had been commemorated every
year since, created even more of an historical aura. The conservative
Deutsche Tageszeitung promptly hailed Tannenberg as ‘The Sedan of the
Russian Army’.²⁸

Contrary to Verdun or Langemarck, which would come to symbolize
the creation of a hardened and new type of German soldier and the
loss of youthful innocence respectively, Tannenberg’s hero was one man
alone: Hindenburg.²⁹ Although his contribution to the military planning
and execution of the battle is often described as being of very little
substance—Max Hoffman once commented sarcastically that Hindenburg’s
input had been no greater than that of his own daughter Ilse³⁰—he was
almost solely credited with the victory. Kaiser Wilhelm II’s congratulatory
telegram, calling Tannenberg a victory ‘unique in history’, which would
guarantee Hindenburg ‘never-ending glory’, was printed on the front
page of the major papers.³¹ As early as 29 August a biographical sketch
of Hindenburg was circulated to all the major newspapers by the wire
service Wolffs Telegraphisches Büro.³² Thus, the Germans immediately
learnt that he had fought in the legendary battles of Königgrätz and Sedan
and had been present at Versailles in 1871, and was thus in many ways the
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embodiment of Wilhelmine Germany’s glorious past. The liberal Berliner
Tageblatt was quick to offer insights into Hindenburg’s personality when
informing its readers that ‘the 67-year-old [sic] gentleman had overcome
his physical frailties with iron energy’ and had grabbed his ‘tried and tested
sword and brandished it with the same calm and cold-bloodedness against
the Russians’ that he had displayed against the French 44 years earlier.³³
The notion of the ‘cool’ and ‘calm’ Hindenburg that was to become a
pillar of his myth was thus born as early as August 1914. Even more
inventive reports portrayed him as having spent the years of his retirement
single-handedly devising a gigantic trap for a Russian invasion, exploring
paths and plumbing the quicksands in East Prussia, in which the enemy
was to be engulfed in a perfect battle, finally fulfilling his plans in August
1914.³⁴ He was soon celebrated as the ‘Russians’ Slayer’, the ‘Conqueror
of the Russian Bear’, and ‘Liberator of East Prussia’.³⁵ Others who had
conducted the Battle of Tannenberg, most notably Ludendorff, initially
did not feature at all in the coverage of events. In the words of Theodor
Wolff, within two weeks of the battle Hindenburg, on the other hand, had
become Germany’s ‘new hero’.³⁶

The ‘Victor of Tannenberg’ was another of his many sobriquets and
probably the most enduring one.³⁷ Equally, the name ‘Hindenburg’—not
the much longer and less catchy ‘von Beneckendorff und von Hinden-
burg’—soon became a label in its own right. More than a decade later
the poet Wilhelm von Scholz reminisced about the fear the German pop-
ulation had felt before the news of victory in East Prussia had reached
the home front, and described the moment the public had first heard this
name. ‘Hindenburg’ had sounded ‘dark, dull, heavy and German’ and its
‘promising sound’ would be invoked frequently throughout his career.³⁸
Soon after, the first images began to circulate. According to Scholz, they
matched the name: Hindenburg was no ‘elegant, dashing’ man, but a ‘heavy,
mighty . . . General with a square head’. He thus embodied a specific type
of masculinity; he was no youthful or athletic warrior, but symbolized
virile gravitas through his rectangular features and broad frame. The early
character sketches highlighting his equanimity, as well as his evocative name
and physical appearance thus all contributed equally to his evolving image
as a tranquil and determined guardian of Germany who would contain the
‘Russian tidal waves’ and stand firm as a rock no matter what.³⁹

People’s perceptions of him would remain closely linked with the events
of August 1914 for the next 20 years. The quickly developing Hindenburg
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cult and the legendary narrative constructed around Tannenberg worked
reciprocally—Hindenburg’s fame would keep the memory of Tannenberg
alive until well into the 1920s and 1930s, whilst the battle’s propagandistic
deployment, not least in the struggle against the notion of German war
guilt, continued to nurture the Hindenburg cult.

At the same time, the emerging Hindenburg myth comprised more
than the military genius allegedly exhibited at Tannenberg. A dichotomy
existed between Hindenburg’s cold-bloodedness and readiness to wage
violent battles on the one hand—after all 50,000 Russians had been
slaughtered in East Prussia—and his calm, decency, generosity, personal
modesty and willingness to make sacrifices on the other.⁴⁰ In that sense,
the character traits ascribed to him mirrored not only idealized descriptions
of medieval chronicles glorifying kings, but also Christian narratives of
religious martyrdom and hero epics of the nineteenth century. In these
tales heroic deeds were always bound up with courage and self-sacrifice.
The greatest of all virtuous acts was to put one’s life on the line for
the greater good, because this affirmed the worthiness of the ideal for
which the sacrifice had been made. In the nineteenth century—and even
more so in the twentieth—heroic ‘sacrifice’ no longer necessarily meant
blood-sacrifice, but had taken on an ethical dimension: selfless effort for the
community rather than death on the battlefield.⁴¹ The fact that Hindenburg
had traded his comfortable retirement in Hanover for active service was
thus a crucial element of the mythical narrative: he had displayed the very
willingness to make substantial sacrifices for the fatherland asked of all
enlisted men (the fact that he did not actually have to put his life on the
line on the battlefield was irrelevant). Far from having been conscripted,
Hindenburg had volunteered, as he had allegedly not been able to bear the
thought of letting down Kaiser and country. As he himself would note in
his memoirs not without pathos—suggesting his own or his ghost writer’s
awareness of the traditional structure of hero epics—he had remained in
Hanover ‘in longing expectation’ until the Kaiser’s call to duty came on
22 August 1914.⁴² In this sense, Hindenburg served as a shining example
of self-sacrificial devotion, the ideal-type of the German soldier, ready to
fulfil the highest duty of all: protecting the fatherland against its enemies’
onslaught. The strong sense of duty which, as Hindenburg insisted, had
driven him to serve, would also become a recurrent theme, in so doing
resting on a concept which had long been established as a fundamentally
Prussian-German ideal.⁴³
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Hindenburg’s calmness, tranquillity, and strong nerves were, equally,
perhaps even more central to his public veneration. Remaining calm
and composed in the face of intense pressure was a bourgeois virtue
extolled in newspaper opinion columns across Germany in 1914 and
would gain in importance in the years to come. The rhetoric of stoical self-
possession and sang-froid was tied closely to the notion of defensive warfare
and Hindenburg seemingly symbolized these typically masculine virtues
like no other—a further advantage over Ludendorff who had allegedly
‘lost his nerves’ at Tannenberg and whose ‘fickle, womanish changes of
mind’ would be noted by contemporaries as well as later immortalized in
Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s August 1914.⁴⁴ The German population’s supposed
superior mental strength, which would ultimately lead to German victory
despite the numerical inferiority, would become one of the most long-
lasting paradigms of German war propaganda. Hindenburg, whose ‘calm’
and ‘cold-bloodedness’ the Berliner Tageblatt had celebrated as early as
29 August, was a key role model in this regard, soon exemplified by the
rhetoric of the Field Marshal as a ‘rock in the ocean’—the ultimate stoical
object defying the enemy’s onslaught.⁴⁵

A number of older, well-established legendary tales fed into the Hinden-
burg narrative, ultimately making his myth more potent and more readily
accessible. The newly minted Field Marshal was soon likened to ‘Barbar-
ossa’, the medieval Hohenstaufen Emperor Friedrich I, who, legend had
it, slept in the Kyffhäuser Mountain until he would one day return to
resurrect the German Empire. Hindenburg’s quiet life in Hanover in the
pre-war years, his victorious return to active military duty in 1914, and the
widespread enthusiasm which marked the public reaction to Tannenberg,
explain why Hindenburg’s appearance on the public stage was hailed as
a Barbarossa-style return.⁴⁶ The ‘Hermann’ myth, one of the most en-
during national tales of the previous century also intensified Hindenburg’s
sudden adulation. Just as Hermann had fought the Romans triumphantly,
Hindenburg was now allegedly uniting the Germans against the Slavonic
onslaught.⁴⁷ And finally the Bismarck cult, which had gripped Germany in
the decades preceding the First World War, in its turn, no doubt boosted
Hindenburg’s glorification—not least as a result of the two men’s striking
physical resemblance.

The German population began to worship Hindenburg as its new
war hero practically across the board—he appealed equally to Protestants
and Catholics, to people in the countryside and urban centres. Because
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of his anti-Russian—and thus anti-Tsarist—credentials, moderate Social
Democrats sang his praise alongside conservative Prussian junkers, just as
members of the educated liberal bourgeoisie bought into the mythical
narrative.⁴⁸ Hindenburg himself sometimes made fun of the universality of
his appeal. When a delegation of senior Social Democrats travelled to the
military headquarters in Kreuznach to congratulate him on his seventieth
birthday, he joked ‘that he was quite popular with the comrades and would
soon have to acquire a red beret’.⁴⁹ Only more radical left-liberals, such
as the members of the Schaubühne circle, and some Socialists, including
the anti-war Karl Liebknecht and the pro-war Eduard David, took a more
critical and judicious stance towards Hindenburg’s adulation.⁵⁰ A myth
which rested on militarism went against the core of their political beliefs
and smacked of the ‘petty bourgeoisie’.⁵¹

In spite of these few dissenting voices, soon after the outbreak of war
Hindenburg became Germany’s major symbol of victory against the enemy
and of unity at home—a function traditionally performed by the Emperor
in wartime, or perhaps on occasion by the Chief of the General Staff,
but certainly not by the commander of a single German army. Wilhelm
II seemed unable to perform the unifying leadership role expected of a
Supreme Warlord. The formidable rise of the modern mass media after the
turn of the century—especially the expansion of the illustrated press—had
turned Wilhelm II into the first ‘media monarch’.⁵² The last German Kaiser,
however, seemed unable to match his symbolic promises. His popularity
had begun to decline as early as 1905/6 after a series of domestic scandals
and had deteriorated even more rapidly after the so-called ‘Daily Telegraph
Affair’ of 1908. Wilhelm responded by increasingly retreating from public
life and entering a kind of ‘internal emigration’.⁵³ According to Thomas
A. Kohut, his subjects had started to turn their backs on Wilhelm when he
proved incapable of fulfilling their glorified images of themselves and their
country.⁵⁴

Chief of Staff Moltke’s resignation in September 1914 and its initial
cover-up only extended the public void that Hindenburg began to fill
surprisingly quickly. Walter Nicolai, head of the intelligence department of
the OHL, Section IIIb, later remarked that ‘Hindenburg’s glorification had
not been looked for or been created by propaganda.’ Instead, the people
had apparently ‘subconsciously gone down the path we needed them to go
down, the path of unity and determination’.⁵⁵ This statement can certainly
not be upheld in its entirety, but in terms of the genesis of the myth in
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1914 it bears a kernel of truth. There is no evidence to suggest that its
construction was carefully orchestrated by official German propaganda at
the outbreak of war. In fact, the necessary infrastructure was not even in
place in the first months of the war to engineer a large-scale publicity
campaign of that sort.⁵⁶ Once the public passion for their war hero had
caught fire, however, the German government happily stoked the flames.
Eager to promote the Field Marshal as a boost to morale, the military and
political establishment soon found that the Hindenburg myth helped to
gloss over problems faced at home and at the front. In a letter Matthias
Erzberger, the exceptionally well-informed leader of the Centre Party’s
parliamentary group, sent to Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg on 23 June
1915, he revealed:

I have learned from a most trustworthy source that there is a movement at
work . . . to start a campaign to move Field Marshal von Hindenburg osten-
tatiously more into the foreground. I would welcome if Your Excellency
promoted such a move yourself . . .⁵⁷

Erzberger’s source seems to have been trustworthy indeed: only six days
later Wilhelm’s aide-de-camp Hans Georg von Plessen noted in his diary
that he had urged the Kaiser to visit Hindenburg in Posen or in Lodz—a
visit he considered extremely important to convince ‘the world’ that there
was no truth in all the ‘talk that the latter was being treated badly’.⁵⁸
Although reluctant to listen to Plessen initially, the Kaiser met Hindenburg
in Posen a few days later. The Empress, accompanying her husband on
the trip, took photographs of Wilhelm and Hindenburg together to be
published as postcards to raise money for the Red Cross. ‘One has reasons
to hope that the gossip about a disparity between H. M. and Hindenburg
has been thwarted effectively in this way’, Plessen confessed to his diary on
2 July 1915.⁵⁹

It is thus obvious that the political and military elites capitalized on
Hindenburg’s popular appeal once they had recognized its propagandistic
potential. The seeds had been sown at the outset when phrasing the
official army reports and when disseminating the Kaiser’s telegram and
Hindenburg’s biographical sketch via WTB. Journalists had done their
share by singling out Hindenburg and hailing Tannenberg as a historic
victory.

At the same time, however, parts of the German population participated
very actively in raising Hindenburg’s public veneration to extraordinary
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heights. Many Germans wanted to believe in a traditional war hero,
symbolizing past glory, providing fatherly stability, embodying the newly-
found sense of political unity, and upholding the belief in eventual military
victory. Such sentiments were not mere escapism. In Hindenburg his
followers cherished not only the ‘good old times’, but simultaneously the
very values needed in order to survive the First World War: determination,
fighting skill, strong nerves, calmness in the face of pressure, trust in
God, patriotism, patience, willingness for sacrifice, and a sense of duty
to the fatherland. The catchphrase ‘Hindenburg will sort it out’ captured
the idea that despite all the hardship suffered at home and at the front,
everything would be alright if one only put one’s trust in Hindenburg’s
heroic qualities.⁶⁰ The act of trusting in his ability to ‘sort it out’ brought
about a passive acceptance of reality, whilst also representing a more
active coping strategy; it would create the vague sense of optimism
needed to endure a prolonged conflict originally promised to last only a
few months.

Shaping the myth from below

Ordinary people helped to shape the mythical narrative in numerous
poems, brochures, and songs written and published on private initiative.
Newspapers printed hundreds of Hindenburg poems, which had been
sent in by their readers, and enough Hindenburg songs and Hindenburg
anecdotes existed to publish entire collections.⁶¹ These anthologies were
not compiled and disseminated by a government department, but appeared
because there was enough demand to sustain a market. Similarly, the mass
of Hindenburg memorabilia that started flooding the whole country after
Tannenberg, was as much an expression of the already existing Hindenburg
cult as it helped to spread his fame even further.

Robert Breuer of the Schaubühne spoke of a strategic calculation behind
the mass production of Hindenburg kitsch: ‘the penetration of people’s in-
stincts with hope and trust in the symbol of victory’.⁶² Whilst such products
undoubtedly had this effect there was little strategic top-down control.
The German government had issued no propagandistic guidelines for the
production of children’s toys, and yet miniature statues of Hindenburg
were sold by the thousands.⁶³ Hindenburg’s image could be found on all
sorts of commercial articles—be they purely decorative and thus probably
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most appealing to female bourgeois shoppers, or objects of everyday use,
including household goods such as cups, glasses, plates, teapots, cutlery,
card games, boxes of matches, and other tobacco products consumed
disproportionately by lower class Germans. Mouth organs with Hinden-
burg design were among the most popular models sent to soldiers at the
front and by 1915, 150 different cigar makers sold the brand ‘Hindenburg
Cigar’.⁶⁴ The producers of such goods obviously realized that Hindenburg
sells.

But even if solely commercial interests drove the producers, their goods
could have far-reaching effects. The flood of everyday Hindenburg kitsch
bought by his devotees caused the myth to penetrate people’s private
lives and made the Field Marshal a physical reality in the sanctuary of the
home. People put up pictures or drawings of the Field Marshal in their
living rooms, replacing or complementing religious images or depictions
of the Kaiser. The way one Peter Eck described his young son’s daily
routine—albeit tongue-in-cheek—testified to the mythical Hindenburg’s
domestic ubiquity:

One has to imagine, when the little boy wakes up in the morning, the first
thing he sees is a framed etching of the Field Marshal, who looks at him
admonishingly. Then the frightened boy frantically demands his morning
milk. Naturally, the porcelain mug is decorated with the full-body image of
Hindenburg. Next to the bed, a real-size Hindenburg is keeping guard. From
the cover of a picture book the Liberator of East Prussia smiles at him . . . Even
on the plate the boy uses for his porridge, Hindenburg’s characteristic head
can be found . . . When my son wants to play with tin soldiers, he has
at least an entire battalion of Hindenburgs in all imaginable sizes at his
disposal. (. . .) Not surprising that the boy is a proper Hindenburg-maniac
[‘Hindenburgomane’].⁶⁵

Considering their insatiable demand for new playthings, it is perhaps not
surprising that the authorities began to consider toys useful in ‘instilling
in children a national, upright, and patriotic spirit’.⁶⁶ Young people of-
ten carried their convictions into the parental home and were therefore
directly targeted by German propagandists, who were aware of such
channels of opinion.⁶⁷ Hindenburg’s presence in private family homes
intensified the relationship people felt they had with the Field Marshal,
and firmly embedded him in people’s daily lives. Peter Eck’s son allegedly
referred to him as ‘Uncle Hindenburg’, which suggests that he regarded
him as an imagined member of his family. Likewise, the phrase ‘Our
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Hindenburg’, which crept up in numerous anecdotes and publications,
reflects that he was considered national property, whose ownership lay
with the people.⁶⁸

The iconography of Hindenburg images was nearly always similar and
some of the artists portraying him on posters and postcards during the
war would be equally involved in drawing up Hindenburg posters and
designing Hindenburg celebrations in the Weimar years, thereby creat-
ing a comforting and powerful visual continuity.⁶⁹ Hindenburg’s massive
square head, his bushy moustache, his broad shoulders, and decorated
uniform featured in almost all depictions. In the present day, Hindenburg’s
appearance fails to strike up the kind of admiration his contemporaries
reserved for his looks. His heavy frame which seems a little overweight
to today’s observer was considered the embodiment of masculine gravitas,
and Hindenburg was perceived as a true giant of a man.⁷⁰ In reality, at
1.83 metres (6 feet), Hindenburg was tall but far from gigantic even by
contemporary standards.⁷¹ The more popular he became, however, the
taller he appeared in depictions, mirroring people’s perceptions of the Field
Marshal as a true colossus. And even in the early years of the First World
War, cartoons and other drawings typically featured Hindenburg as a giant
in shining armour, crushing the Russian armies with his fist or killing the
Russian bear with an enormous sword.⁷²

Saying it with nails

The 13-metre-high ‘Iron Hindenburg’ nailing statue, erected in front of
the column of victory in Berlin on 4 September 1915, was perhaps the most
famous visual manifestation of the Hindenburg myth. The statue was the
flagship of all the nailing statues that ‘mushroomed’ on the territory of the
Central Powers during the First World War.⁷³ This peculiar ritual was based
on a medieval Austrian tradition, involving travelling blacksmiths driving
nails into trees in the cities they visited.⁷⁴ From March 1915 onwards,
the ritual was modified to raise money for war widows and orphans, and
nailing statues were erected on hundreds of town squares. Local papers
urged people to donate anything from one to 100 Reichsmark in order to
hammer a nail into a wooden statue. In most cases such sculptures depicted
patriotic symbols, such as the Iron Cross, victory columns, or a coat of
arms, biblical figures such as Saint Michael, or historical ones, such as
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Barbarossa or Roland.⁷⁵ The advantage of this form of fundraising was that,
unlike those who had subscribed to the war loans, no one would have to be
reimbursed once the war ended. They also provided a public outlet, if one
were needed, for the home front to testify to its own readiness for sacrifice.
In that sense the nailing ritual performed a variety of functions. In addition
to raising funds, the statues were a useful means of continuously mobilizing
the home front psychologically, and symbolizing the bond between the
population at home and those who fought. The physical act of driving a
nail into a wooden structure was meant to pass on the home front’s strength
and belief in military victory to the soldiers on the battlefield.⁷⁶

Wilhelm II personally authorized the erection of the ‘Iron Hindenburg’
on the Königsplatz between the victory column and the Siegesallee in
Berlin in early August 1915.⁷⁷ The statue was the biggest of its kind in
Germany. Designed by the sculptor Georg Marschall and carved out of
Russian alder wood by over eighty sculptors in merely six weeks, it was
thirteen metres in height and twenty-six tons in weight. The German
public had been closely informed about the construction of what would
become one of Berlin’s most famous and recognizable landmarks.⁷⁸ In fact,
the omnipresence of stories about the statue caused Hans Sachs, an art
critic, to remark satirically that, ‘the man who had drilled Hindenburg’s
right nostril had his picture printed in the illustrated press and subsequently
became a European celebrity’.⁷⁹

The sculpture, with its strong legs apart, earnest facial expression and
the giant arms resting on a sword expressed what Hindenburg had come
to entail: its design re-enforced the image of the Field Marshal as the
protector of German soil, and the sword on which his arms rested triggered
associations with the Teutonic knights who had fought in the first Battle of
Tannenberg in 1410.⁸⁰ High-brow artistic considerations had clearly come
second to the prospect of quick financial gain, and the sight of the colossus
provoked outrage in the art world. The sculptor Hugo Lederer, whose
Bismarck memorial in Hamburg had served as a model for the Hindenburg
statue, called the memorial a ‘slap in the face of aesthetic feeling’ and
generally regarded the nailing ritual as a ‘barbaric act of the worst kind’.⁸¹
Louis Tuaillon, a fellow sculptor and senator of the Royal Academy of
Arts in Berlin, went even further when he complained to Berlin’s mayor,
Adolf Wermuth, that the statue was ‘distasteful’, ‘trivial’, a ‘crime against
the soul of the people’, and an ‘international humiliation’. He concluded
by observing that Berliners should thank God for the lack of foreigners in



Fig. 1. Postcard of the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ nailing statue in Berlin (1916).
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their city during wartime, because the label ‘barbarian’, regularly attached
to the Germans by Entente propaganda, would have been hard to cast off
in the light of this artistic catastrophe.⁸² Along similar lines, critic Robert
Breuer labelled the statue ‘ridiculous’ and exclaimed that it was ‘a stupidity,
not worthy of touching the sole of the feet of the genius it depicts: it’s
blasphemy.’⁸³

The mayor of Berlin, on the other hand, remained entirely unmoved by
such allegations. Despite the fact that the city of Berlin had been completely
uninvolved in the statue’s design, he was happy to take full responsibility
for its erection, because for him, aesthetic concerns and, he claimed, the
financial gain of the enterprise, were much less weighty than, ‘the spirit
that carries the event and should be kept alive by it: the spirit of boundless
readiness for sacrifice for the Fatherland.’⁸⁴

Neither did those who participated in the nailing ritual seem to share
the reservations of the art world; instead, the spirit Wermuth had described
sometimes genuinely captured them. Far from being repelled by the idea
of symbolically crucifying a living person, a father, who had spent a day
‘nailing’ the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ with his children, likened their experience
to a ‘patriotic pilgrimage’ in an article he sent to an army newspaper.⁸⁵ He
described being greeted by Germany’s wooden war hero from a distance
when walking up the Siegesallee, fighting his way through the ‘wall of
people’ around the memorial, queuing for a whole hour, and feeling more
and more uplifted with every metre that brought him closer to his ‘great
hero’. Once he had passed the entrance gate, he felt that he stood on ‘sacred
soil’, which put him in a ‘spiritual mood’, all the time being watched by
the Iron Hindenburg, who seemed sombre, but ‘proud of his numerous
admirers’.⁸⁶ People were only allowed to drive nails into Hindenburg’s
coat, the uniform, and the sword so as to spare his hands and face and avoid
directly wounding his flesh. After the father had climbed the scaffolding,
his heart was ‘throbbing in his chest’ when he hammered his nail into
Hindenburg’s wooden leg, and his oldest son even said a quick prayer
before hitting the hammer as hard ‘as if he wanted to beat his enemies
to a pulp’. When his youngest son accidentally hit his thumb instead of
the nail, his brother was envious, because his younger sibling had been
so ‘lucky to be injured in the service of the fatherland’.⁸⁷ As we can
see, people who participated in the nailing ritual sometimes felt that they
were not only donating money for a good cause, but also contributing
physically to the war effort. To a small boy, an injured thumb became a
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war injury endured proudly, and the certificate people were given after
they had made their nailing donation was likened to a medal obtained for
bravery in combat. The ‘Iron Hindenburg’ was a participatory memorial,
encouraging people to travel to the centre of Berlin to perform a patriotic
duty. Whereas ordinarily memorials come alive through rituals staged in
front of them or around them, the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ already incorporated
audience participation—in that sense the memorial itself was the ritual, its
violation of high-brow aesthetics no obstacle to its popular appeal.

The events around the Königsplatz also shared many of the characteristics
of a fair. On sunny days military bands played patriotic songs, vendors sold
all kinds of Hindenburg souvenirs, entire school classes travelled to the
memorial, and the scaffolding was bedecked with ribbons in the Imperial
colours of black, white, and red. The nailing ceremony was regularly
embedded in extensive public festivities and the Berlin press willingly
participated in encouraging the population to attend and make their dona-
tions by emphasizing the theme of civilian indebtedness to Hindenburg’s
self-sacrifice.⁸⁸ During the unveiling ceremony on 4 September 1915,
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg emphasized, in the presence of Crown
Princess Auguste Wilhelm and Hindenburg’s family, that the German pop-
ulation owed the Field Marshal ‘never-ending gratitude’.⁸⁹ By 5 p.m. on
that first day alone, 20,000 people had driven nails into the wooden frame,
suggesting that the nailing of the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ was extremely popular
at the outset, attracting crowds of people to one of Berlin’s most central
squares.⁹⁰ There is, however, some evidence to suggest that the ritual
became less popular as time went on, due to the ‘waning of faith’ on the
home front.⁹¹ The statue, which would remain in front of the Reichstag
during the first Weimar years, was never fully covered in nails, and when
it was finally taken down in 1921, the body was sold as firewood, only the
head ending up in a Berlin Museum.⁹²

At the outbreak of war in August 1914, the law of siege had been
introduced, banning political demonstrations in the whole of Germany.
The law had been enforced strictly in most cases, apart from those in
which public gatherings had been spontaneous and patriotic and had posed
no danger to the Burgfrieden, such as during the early days of August
1914. The celebrations staged in front of the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ were
therefore exceptional occasions, when larger crowds could gather leg-
ally and listen to public speeches. Nailing the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ was
strongly linked to celebrating Hindenburg, so the temporarily erected
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statue also served as a memorial to Germany’s most popular war hero,
turning the Königsplatz into a site of Hindenburg commemoration. At
second glance, such public festivities could sometimes carry a more hidden
meaning. Hindenburg’s sixty-eighth birthday provided a good example of
how subversive messages could be conveyed under the cover of seemingly
innocent—and officially promoted—Hindenburg worship. For 2 October
1915, the semi-official ‘National Foundation for the Surviving Dependents
of Fallen Soldiers’, an umbrella organization overseeing the nailing ritual
throughout Germany, had planned a patriotic ‘Hindenburg Hurrah’ to
attract more people to the statue.⁹³ Celebrations lasted the entire day,
and after dusk five massive spotlights lit the statue to enable participants
to climb the scaffolding until well into the night. The keynote speaker
of the day was Count Ernst von Reventlow, a well-known journal-
ist who would later be active in the völkisch movement and the Nazi
party. In his speech, Reventlow did not limit himself to patriotic birth-
day wishes, but far exceeded conventional praise of Hindenburg when
he called for the unrestrained hatred of England, a nation he considered
Germany’s ultimate enemy. Indirectly calling for unrestricted submar-
ine warfare, which the German government was not yet in favour of
at this stage, he argued that ‘one should not have ostensible moral re-
servations when waging war against England’.⁹⁴ Invoking the mythical
narrative of Hindenburg’s determination and strategic brilliance, he called
for Germany to be led by the ‘Hindenburgian spirit’ whilst waging war
against England with all means at her disposal. ‘From Hindenburg . . . [the
Germans] must learn how to will, how to be victorious, how to move
forward, and how to exploit victories.’ ‘Just as the Field Marshal al-
ways knows what he wants and what he can achieve, so should the
statesman.’⁹⁵

According to his Chief of the Civil Cabinet, Rudolf von Valentini,
Wilhelm II was furious when he found out about Reventlow’s remarks and
launched an investigation into the matter, involving the head of the ‘Welfare
Foundation’, Emil Selberg, Prussian Interior Minister Friedrich Wilhelm
von Loebell, as well as the Berlin Chief of Police Traugott von Jagow.⁹⁶ The
Kaiser covered Jagow’s report, which justified his inaction on the grounds
that Reventlow’s speech had been a ‘spontaneous display of emotion’ and
therefore to be welcomed, with angry marginal comments. Wilhelm con-
sidered ‘Reventlow’s speech . . . malicious rabble-rousing’ against his gov-
ernment and neither Selberg nor Jagow could convince him that it had been
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a display of innocent patriotism.⁹⁷ His marginal notes suggest that he was
also displeased with the passages citing Hindenburg as a glorious role model.

Although this episode did not cause any major public outcry, Kaiser Wil-
helm’s angry reaction and continued interest in the investigation illustrate
that he was highly sensitive towards criticism of him or his government
disguised as praise of Hindenburg.⁹⁸ He duly ensured that similar events
would be banned in the future.

As we can see, Wilhelm had recognized the danger Hindenburg’s larger-
than-life reputation entailed for his own public standing as early as 1915.
Whereas the Hindenburg myth had been advantageous as a propagandistic
tool during the previous autumn, it was now becoming clear that the
government did not automatically possess a monopoly over its exploitation.
State Secretary of the Navy Alfred von Tirpitz, for example, tried hard to
gain Hindenburg’s support for his own proposal for unrestricted submarine
warfare, because he had recognized that his opponents were working to win
the Field Marshal for their cause. He regarded the ‘saviour’s’ endorsement
as vital to push through his objectives.⁹⁹ All sorts of political messages could
quite simply be tagged on to the popular hero Hindenburg. Invoking the
Hindenburg myth was a powerful weapon that was already escaping the
control of the government and the military. For this purpose, the ‘Iron
Hindenburg’ in Berlin provided a public, yet still fairly inconspicuous stage
for voicing dissent under the cover of seemingly innocent and patriotic
Hindenburg worship. The example set by Reventlow in 1915 would
evolve into a pattern that could be observed even more frequently once
Hindenburg had retired for the second time in 1919—the difference being
that after the war, public appearances of the real Hindenburg would provide
the cover for staging political demonstrations.

The third supreme command

By 1916, Hindenburg’s nimbus had long since started to overshadow Wil-
helm II’s; and had certainly eclipsed Chief of Staff Erich von Falkenhayn’s
public standing.¹⁰⁰ The Times correspondent in Germany noted this chan-
ging hierarchy of affections as early as 1915 when standing before a large
shop window in Hamburg, which contained

figures of the most prominent contemporary Germans in various sizes, which
were graduated so as to indicate their relative positions in popular esteem.
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In the centre stood Hindenburg alone, commanding, dominating, wrapped
in his military cloak. In front of him stood the Kaiser, about a quarter of
the size of the popular general . . . In ordinary times the shopkeeper would
probably have incurred prosecution for lése majesté had he placed the Kaiser
in a position so subordinate.¹⁰¹

Moreover, worshipping Hindenburg and Wilhelm II were two rather
distinct phenomena. The latter was venerated not just as Wilhelm the
person, but also—and probably more so—as the Kaiser and King of
Prussia. Martin Kohlrausch has explained this focus of public loyalties with
reference to the constitutional role of the monarchy and the inherent
‘bipolarity’ of Wilhelm II’s adulation.¹⁰² Hindenburg’s mythical status,
on the other hand, was not the result of a ‘bipolar’ role. There was
something very Hindenburg-specific about his glorification; his rank of
General and then Field Marshal, or his role as Commander of the Eastern
Front alone, do not offer a sufficient explanation. Even invoking his
subsequent promotion as Chief of the General Staff remains unsatisfactory
since Moltke or Falkenhayn never enjoyed a remotely comparable degree of
popularity.

As illustrated not least by the Reventlow episode, the Kaiser observed
Hindenburg’s popularity with extreme jealousy.¹⁰³ His concerns were mo-
tivated by more than sheer vanity, however. Wilhelm was worried that
Hindenburg’s mythical adulation and popular support had introduced a
plebiscitary element into German politics that would consequently under-
mine the monarchical idea. Wilhelm II’s fears were not entirely unfounded.
Hindenburg was generally considered to be more folksy and popular, while
in March 1916 the Berlin Chief of Police, Jagow, reported: ‘the popular-
ity of His Majesty the Kaiser and King has suffered substantially’.¹⁰⁴ Yet
Wilhelm had, in fact, sown the seeds of this development himself. Through-
out his rule, he had not just relied on his Imperial aura, but had sought
far-reaching contacts with the public at large—he had travelled extensively
and given numerous public speeches. His own efforts to personalize politics,
to shift the focus from the royal institution to the individual and become
the ‘people’s Kaiser’, had introduced a quasi-democratic element into the
legitimation of the monarchy. Personalizing the monarchy, however, en-
tailed the danger of someone else eventually taking on this public role.¹⁰⁵
Once war had broken out, that someone turned out to be Hindenburg.

By 1916 operations on the Western Front had become stuck in the
trenches, German casualties were mounting, and the food shortages
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resulting from the British naval blockade and German administrative
incompetence were beginning to take their toll on morale at home.¹⁰⁶
In comparison, Hindenburg’s and Ludendorff ’s campaigns on the East-
ern Front had been relatively successful, ever increasing Hindenburg’s
following and exerting pressure on the Kaiser and government to ex-
tend his responsibilities. Failure to suitably ‘rope Hindenburg’s laurels
in’ was beginning to undermine morale and thus the reputation of the
civilian and military leadership.¹⁰⁷ Twelve months earlier, Wilhelm II’s
aide-de-camp had already urged his monarch to recognize the ‘great na-
tional popularity Hindenburg enjoyed’. Plessen had predicted that Wilhelm
would cause ‘serious damage to himself when he did not treat Hindenburg
accordingly’.¹⁰⁸

Wilhelm, the ‘media monarch’, was of course keen to guard his own
image. He strongly resisted the idea of appointing Hindenburg as his
Chief of the General Staff, precisely because he considered the Field
Marshal’s popularity a threat to his own standing.¹⁰⁹ The Kaiser and
Falkenhayn had even initially vetoed all moves to promote Hindenburg
to the rank of Supreme Commander of the whole eastern front.¹¹⁰ As
Adolf Wild von Hohenborn, former Prussian War Minister and close
confidant of both Falkenhayn and the Kaiser, observed, Wilhelm was
eventually won over in July 1916 and agreed to place all troops in
the east under Hindenburg’s command, because of ‘national psychology’
[‘Völkerpsychologie’].¹¹¹

Nevertheless, the military situation on the Western Front continued to
be a source of grave concern. Falkenhayn’s strategy of attrition to ‘bleed
the French army white’ resulted in dreadful losses for both the French
and Germans, and the Battle of Verdun marked a new and grisly phase
in the history of warfare.¹¹² At the same time, the British offensive at the
Somme began, putting Germany in a very serious military situation. When,
contrary to official expectations and predictions, Romania entered the war
on the Entente side on 28 August 1916, Wilhelm finally realized that
Falkenhayn had to be replaced. Hindenburg was the only viable option;
‘the hero’s’ appointment had been ‘in the air’ for some time. In Wild
von Hohenborn’s words, ‘if Hindenburg couldn’t sort things out, no one
could’.¹¹³ Bethmann was equally certain that

the name Hindenburg . . . is the terror of our enemies and electrifies our
army and our people, who have boundless faith in him. (. . .) even should
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we lose a battle, God forbid, our people would accept such a setback under
Hindenburg’s leadership, as they would a peace over his name.¹¹⁴

Fittingly, Hindenburg and Ludendorff—the ‘Siamese Twins’ or ‘Hinden-
burg, Ludendorff & Co.’ as they were frequently referred to¹¹⁵—were
appointed to the Supreme Command, henceforth known as the Third
Supreme Command, on the second anniversary of Tannenberg, 29 August
1916.¹¹⁶ Hindenburg became Chief of the General Staff and Ludendorff
his First Quartermaster-General. The appointment was first and foremost a
propaganda coup. Placing the mythical Hindenburg at the head of the OHL
was a move designed to bolster people’s trust in the military leadership, to
renew the belief in victory both among soldiers and people at home, and
generally to inject a fresh incentive into Germany’s war effort.¹¹⁷

All available evidence suggests that Hindenburg’s appointment was
indeed hugely popular. First, the censored press showed its unanimous
support:¹¹⁸ the Berliner Tageblatt lauded Wilhelm’s decision and asked
‘Did the Emperor know the secret wish of the people?’¹¹⁹ The Deutsche
Tageszeitung emphasized Hindenburg’s role as an integrative figure who
was not ‘just the subject of the love and admiration of the whole German
people, but has become the unifying force for all Germans’.¹²⁰ Equally, the
Frankfurter Zeitung praised ‘Hindenburg-Ludendorff ’ as ‘the entity around
which all Germans . . . have gathered with overflowing hearts, ready to fight
anew, and full of the belief that victory will be ours’.¹²¹

Similarly, the secret monthly reports on the mood of the population
collected by the Interior Ministry largely support the picture painted in
the press. According to the 5th Deputy General Command in Posen,
the concern caused by Romania’s entry into the war had ‘been replaced
by a calmer assessment of the situation, brought about by Hindenburg’s
appointment’.¹²² The 11th Deputy General Command reported a ‘renewed
feeling of hope’ from Kassel¹²³ and the Württemberg Büro für Sozialpolitik
noted that ‘the workers have received the naming of von Hindenburg as
Chief of the General Staff with great enthusiasm . . . Even the most radical
Socialist newspapers have always expressed complete confidence in his
magnificent leadership . . .’.¹²⁴

Official Germany was equally far from immune to Hindenburg’s appeal.
Even someone like Moritz Freiherr von Lyncker, Chief of the Kaiser’s
Military Cabinet, who had not favoured the Field Marshal’s promotion
from the outset, spoke of the great sense of calm people had started
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to feel at Supreme Headquarters since 29 August.¹²⁵ In decidedly more
enthusiastic terms, Wild von Hohenborn remembered his first encounter
with Hindenburg as ‘unforgettable’.¹²⁶ Even in January 1917, after his
dismissal had been brought about by none other than his cherished Field
Marshal, he wrote to a friend that ‘it would be a crime to undermine or
diminish the belief in our hero with a single line. He is the chosen one
of the people and that needs to remain so.’¹²⁷ Along similar lines, Karl
von Einem, Commander of the Third Army, considered it ‘God’s gift that
we have this man who is a pole in our torn nation.’¹²⁸ Even the jealous
and volatile Wilhelm II warmed, if only temporarily, to the new head of
his armies and ‘felt like heaven with Hindenburg’.¹²⁹ A letter Wilhelm’s
aide-de-camp General Hans von Plessen sent to a confidante the day of
Hindenburg’s appointment perhaps sums up the mood of exaltation the
event generated most appropriately:

It took a load off my mind! My soul breathes freely again! I envisage favourable
prospects for the war and its end and the salvation of the fatherland and of
our dynasty! I have trust again! Fat Hindenburg is a splendid fellow [‘Der
dicke Hindenburg ist ein Pracht-Kerl’]! You cannot possibly imagine how
happy I am . . . !¹³⁰

As we can see, those involved in the myth-making process often genuinely
subscribed to the ideas they were promoting. Naturally, once Hindenburg
had been appointed, efforts to use his name and image for propaganda
purposes were stepped up. A new battle cruiser was christened in Hinden-
burg’s name, the massive arms and munitions programme introduced in
the autumn of 1917 was labelled the ‘Hindenburg Programme’, and in the
public debate on war aims, a victorious peace with annexations favoured by
conservative and Pan German politicians became known as the ‘Hinden-
burg Peace’ (as opposed to the ‘Scheidemann peace’ of renunciation
without annexations promoted by the political left).¹³¹

Hindenburg’s fame was further disseminated in films shown at home
and at the front, and in Posen a ‘Hindenburg Museum’ was established
to collect all kinds of Hindenburg artefacts with the aim of stimulating
people’s patriotic feeling.¹³² Especially Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg in-
voked Hindenburg’s name when trying to legitimize policies regulating
matters not usually within the state’s control, such as the distribution
of foodstuffs.¹³³ His endorsement was valuable political currency and
could often provide greater legitimacy than legal orders. Especially when
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voluntary participation was required, the mythical appeal of the popular
war hero was successfully used to galvanize people.¹³⁴ The 14th Deputy
Army Command in Baden explained in a report of June 1917: ‘After all,
the people believe in Hindenburg . . . The government strengthens the ne-
cessary trust in its policies if the public knows that they have Hindenburg’s
endorsement.’¹³⁵

Hindenburg’s appointment caused a short-term upsurge in morale in
the summer of 1916. It could not, however, stop the erosion of the
monarchical idea.¹³⁶ Instead, Hindenburg’s role as Chief of the General
Staff has been poignantly described as that of a ‘surrogate monarch’.¹³⁷
In fact, he eclipsed Wilhelm II in the eyes of the public even more
strongly after his promotion. Almost all available reports on Wilhelm’s
public standing after 1916 highlight people’s loss of support and admiration
for their monarch. In an article published on the occasion of Wilhelm’s
birthday in January 1917, Konrad Lehmann even dared to describe the
withering away of the monarchical idea since the outbreak of war with
explicit reference to Hindenburg’s greater glorification.¹³⁸ Around the same
time, the 2nd Deputy Army Command in Mecklenburg noted that people
in the district were increasingly concerned about the future of the throne.¹³⁹
In non-Socialist workers’ associations, which had traditionally celebrated
the Kaiser’s birthday, no such festivities were organized in 1917 for lack
of interest.¹⁴⁰ And in all this, according to Professor Matschoss from the
War Press Office, one of the most commonly voiced criticisms of the
Kaiser was that he ‘did not get on with Hindenburg, that his entourage
kept trying to turn the public mood against Hindenburg, and on the
other hand people are saying ‘‘It’d be better to get rid of the Kaiser and
to keep Hindenburg than the other way round’’.’¹⁴¹ Whilst such implicit
calls for the Kaiser’s abdication certainly reflected the new quality of
people’s grievances, blaming Wilhelm for mistreating Germany’s national
hero was nothing new. After all, Plessen had recognized this mood as
early as June 1915; Hindenburg’s and the Kaiser’s increasingly divergent
images were thus defining features of Germany’s public mood for most of
the war.¹⁴²

In the spring of 1917, members of the Supreme Command’s press office,
Section IIIB, and the War Press Office became so concerned about Wil-
helm’s diminishing popularity that they started searching for ways in which
the Kaiser could be ‘brought closer to the people’.¹⁴³ This had to be done by
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‘systematically bringing about suitable occasions which can be used tactfully
and appropriately’.¹⁴⁴ Highlighting the Kaiser’s veneration for the ‘people’s
hero’ was an obvious way of enhancing Wilhelm’s standing. In July 1917
Wilhelm’s advisers persuaded him to invite the Field Marshal and his wife to
accompany the Kaiser and the Empress to their traditional Sunday worship
at the Berlin Cathedral. A cinematographer was asked to film the party
strolling through the Lustgarten after the service. ‘Those present could see
with their own eyes how H. M. honoured the Field Marshal’, Plessen noted
in his diary.¹⁴⁵ By 1917 the emphasis was no longer on Hindenburg showing
reverence to his monarch. In contrast, Wilhelm had to seize every public
opportunity to stress his unity with the Chief of the General Staff. Even
the film on Wilhelm’s birthday in January 1917 focused on Hindenburg
congratulating the Kaiser at the General Headquarters in Bad Kreuznach.

Hindenburg’s seventieth birthday 10 months later provided a further
occasion for an open display of the Kaiser’s veneration for his Field
Marshal as well as invidious comparison with the public restraint of the
Kaiser’s celebrations.¹⁴⁶ Great public festivities accompanied the event
on 2 October 1917 and all communal institutions were ordered to join
in.¹⁴⁷ Celebrations were staged in many different towns and schools, and
at the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ in Berlin airplanes dropped thousands of war
loan campaign flyers onto gathering crowds. 6,000 additional nails were
driven into the statue on that day alone.¹⁴⁸ The celebrations took on
regal proportions; indeed, their scale and press coverage far outshone the
festivities on Wilhelm’s wartime birthdays.¹⁴⁹ To highlight his admiration,
Wilhelm II officially conferred the title ‘national hero’ onto Hindenburg,
cementing the latter’s role as an integrative figure.¹⁵⁰ The papers reported
that the Kaiser had travelled to Hindenburg’s headquarters personally, had
been among the first to congratulate him on the day, and had given
Hindenburg a marble bust of himself as a gift. Pictures showing Hinden-
burg and the Kaiser together at lunch were distributed throughout the
country. Furthermore, the Supreme Command’s Picture and Film Section
made two documentary films to mark the occasion—Our Hindenburg and
Hindenburg—70th Birthday at General Headquarters. Both were highly struc-
tured documentaries and often used the same footage. Our Hindenburg
featured the Field Marshal in every single shot—be it planning strategy
with Ludendorff or walking through jubilant crowds of people. The latter
had a human-interest format and included staged scenes of the birthday



Fig. 2. War loan poster by Louis Oppenheim: ‘Those who subscribe to the war
loan give me my most beautiful birthday present! von Hindenburg’ (1917).
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celebrations and of the Kaiser’s departure and arrival at the German General
Headquarters.¹⁵¹

Not only desperate monarchists deployed Hindenburg’s birthday in the
hope of bolstering the image of the Kaiser; it also provided the theme
for the biggest German advertising campaign to date: the campaign for
the seventh war loan.¹⁵² The official guidelines issued by the institution
in charge, the Reichsbank, advised speakers to emphasize the fact that
Hindenburg’s brilliant military leadership made Germany invincible.¹⁵³
Bruno Paul, one of the founding fathers of the Werkbund, an association
of modern designers, and Louis Oppenheim, the chief graphic designer and
advertising agent employed by the Reichsbank, designed two posters for
the campaign.¹⁵⁴

Oppenheim’s sketch portrayed the Field Marshal’s face as if carved in
stone on a memorial relief—clearly alluding to his popular veneration
and his alleged rock-like qualities. Likening the Field Marshal’s body to
matter that withstands the ravages of time recast his age as an advantage
rather than a drawback. The poster also featured a message in Hindenburg’s
handwriting at its bottom: ‘Those who subscribe to the war loan give me
my most beautiful birthday present.’ As if personally answering his well-
wishers, Hindenburg guaranteed that those subscribing to the war loan were
pledging their loyalty in the way he approved. Their subscription to the
war loan was phrased in quasi-familial terms—they had to give generously,
because Hindenburg had asked for a present worthy of his own sacrifices
and deserved no less on his birthday. At a campaign rally staged at Circus
Busch in late September, Baron von Wangenheim voiced the expectation
that ‘the German people will splash out on their best son.’ At the same
event, the Catholic politician Erzberger alluded to the commercial value of
Hindenburg’s image rather flagrantly: the soldiers had turned Hindenburg
into their ‘Field Marshal’ (‘Generalfeldmarschall’) and it was now the home
front’s task to turn him into their ‘Cash Marshal’ (‘Geldmarschall’).¹⁵⁵ Given
the difficult economic situation in the late summer of 1917, such appeals
to people’s generosity were still proving remarkably successful.¹⁵⁶

∗ ∗ ∗

Within three years of the outbreak of war, Hindenburg had gone from
being a little known retired Infantry General to Germany’s national hero,
a supreme symbolic figure, eclipsing even his monarch, Wilhelm II. The
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Field Marshal had quickly become ubiquitous in German public life.
People read about him in the papers, saw his picture in the illustrated
press, watched him at the cinema, sent postcards and purchased products
adorned with his iconic portrait, hung his framed picture on their walls,
celebrated his birthday and sang his praise in schools, drove nails into
the wooden frame of his larger-than-life statue in Berlin, or harboured
hopes of a victorious ‘Hindenburg Peace’. Hindenburg’s popularity and
omnipresence had turned his image into a source of political legitimacy, a
commercial and political currency of immense value, readily deployable to
further a variety of agendas. While his fame was promoted from the top
down to aid military and civilian morale and to bolster the monarchical
idea, the Hindenburg myth also took on a life of its own. As the next few
years would come to show, his myth would not only outlive the reign of
the Hohenzollern dynasty, but even managed to survive German military
defeat—a defeat which the trust in his leadership had promised to avert in
the first place.



2
Surviving failure

W hilst Hindenburg’s appointment as Chief of the General Staff in Au-
gust 1916 had been extremely popular with the German population

at large, its long-term impact on morale is somewhat more complicated
to measure. Hindenburg’s personal standing no doubt continued to be
strong after mid-1916, but the limits of his nimbus’s influence on soldiers’
morale, and the home front’s willingness to hold out were slowly becom-
ing apparent. Whilst the secret reports on the mood of the population
all emphasized the renewed hope people had felt after the appointment,
they warned simultaneously that ‘generally one should not overlook that
a certain war-weariness dominates the mood’.¹ Equally, the Deutscher
Nationalausschuss, an influential organization founded in 1916 to lobby for
an ‘honourable peace’, agreed in a letter to Ludendorff in September 1916
that Hindenburg’s appointment had been greeted with general enthusiasm,
but cautioned ‘we cannot conceal from ourselves that the mood not just
at home but also at the front needs lasting strengthening and support’. As
the organization warned, ‘patriotism is endangered when hunger begins’.²
The Berlin Chief of Police equally qualified his assessment when pointing
out that ‘the food shortages largely damage’ the renewed sense of security.³
Most of the secret reports from across the country identified the shortages
in basic supplies, ranging from butter, fat, and potatoes to winter coal, as
the main source of official concern in terms of morale.

Evidently, the trust in Hindenburg had managed to buoy up morale in
the short term. Yet trusting his leadership could not alleviate the soldiers’
and population’s day-to-day worries, which had grown steadily the longer
the fighting had gone on. The supply of foodstuffs and other basic goods
had become the most pressing concern for many on the home front—and
due to the manifold lines of communication also became a growing concern
for those fighting in the trenches.⁴ In the words of the 4th Deputy General
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Command in Saxony the food shortages constituted the ‘Achilles’ heel of
the people’s mood.’⁵

Nevertheless, the majority of informants continued to emphasize
Hindenburg’s strong personal standing from 1916 until the war’s last year.⁶
At the same time, however, their language often juxtaposed his towering
reputation with the worsening of the mood in general. In March 1917, the
18th Deputy General Command, reporting from Frankfurt, alluded to the
flagging power of the Hindenburg myth, not in terms of people’s devotion,
but in terms of the difference that devotion ultimately made:

Every economic measure is seen as a source of concern especially by people
in urban areas, just as much as every military measure associated with the
name of Hindenburg, which thereby lends it an aura of infallibility, is seen as
a source of strong trust.⁷

Similarly, Heinrich Scheüch, head of the War Office, described the bottom-
line of all incoming secret reports in September 1917 as ‘[t]rust in the army
and the OHL on the one hand, grave concern about the economic
endurance and mistrust of the civilian authorities on the other’.⁸ For
the population at home—especially those from lower- and working-class
backgrounds—the events on the battlefield often seemed far removed
from their daily worries, and news of military victories did not always take
centre stage. In September 1917, after the French and British offensives in
Champagne and in Flanders had come to a halt, the 17th Deputy General
Command in Danzig reported to Berlin that in the light of the economic
difficulties,

even the great events in the west and east have not created any real
enthusiasm. This was illustrated by the fact that Field Marshal Hindenburg’s
plea . . . to raise all flags to celebrate the great victories, was not met with the
same reception the great military commander’s every word usually is. The
weariness was too great and the poorer parts of the population are not stirred
by anything but the lack of food.⁹

In the following months military or political news could still not compete
with economic news for people’s attention.¹⁰ The 14th Deputy General
Command in Baden pointed out that people’s willing participation in
the celebrations staged on Hindenburg’s seventieth birthday had shown
that trust in the OHL, and particularly in Hindenburg, was still infinite.¹¹
And while Berlin’s Chief of Police agreed that the enthusiastic birthday
festivities had ‘strengthened and fed’ the trust in the military leadership, he
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considered that ‘on the other hand, they have not managed to destroy or
even diminish the deeply-rooted and widespread discontent among large
sections of the population.’¹²

Such language suggests that the relationship between the belief in
victory, the war-weariness of the population, and people’s subscription
to the Hindenburg myth was a complex one, entailing a high degree of
ambivalence and ambiguity. As opposed to war-weariness simply replacing
the more optimistic outlook of the first years of the war, a longing for
peace could exist alongside the hope of eventual German victory and
coincide with trust in Hindenburg’s leadership. Disillusionment with the
army leadership and mistrust of the ability of the German troops to win
the war were not the main issues at stake. Hunger and cold were much
more immediate concerns and the underlying reasons why morale was
plummeting.

During the so-called ‘turnip winter’ of 1916/17, the prices of ba-
sic foods increased 800% or more across the country compared to the
years prior to 1914. Millions of Germans without special provisions had
to survive on an estimated 700–900 calories per day, 50–30% of al-
lotted normal rations, and on a diet almost entirely lacking in protein
and fat. Consequently, the mortality rate among civilians began to rise
significantly.¹³ The food situation was worsening at a time when the
OHL had issued its ambitious ‘Hindenburg Programme’ designed to in-
crease German arms and munitions production substantially to bolster
the country’s flagging war effort and bring about an outright victory.
Black marketeering in the countryside and non-compliance with ration-
ing orders issued by the civilian authorities were responsible not just
for the emerging social cleavages between town and country, but also
for the growing difficulties in supplying the workers in the arms and
munitions industries.¹⁴ Following the example set by propagandists in
previous years, Hindenburg’s appeal was used to galvanize support to
boost food supplies for those labouring in the crucial industries. Two
Hindenburg letters of September and November 1916 urged people in the
countryside to make voluntary contributions to improve urban rations.¹⁵
The Field Marshal’s pleas proved more successful than official rationing
orders. In December 1916 the War Food Office reported that Hinden-
burg’s letters had been crowned with ‘extraordinary success’. The 5th
Deputy General Command in charge of Posen and parts of Silesia con-
curred that after some initial difficulties ‘the great reputation of the name
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Hindenburg has . . . now led most groups in the countryside to comply with
his demands . . .’.¹⁶

The efforts to collect foodstuffs from the countryside were soon termed
the ‘Hindenburg Donation’, a name suggesting to donors they were paying
their dues to him personally. Flyers with the Field Marshal’s image were
distributed urging people to abstain from black marketeering and to show
greater general awareness of the urban population’s plight.¹⁷ The relative
successes of the ‘Hindenburg Donation’ and the campaign for the seventh
war loan using his image and birthday provide some of the last clear
evidence that deploying the Field Marshal’s mythical appeal could notably
alter the population’s behaviour in wartime. Yet, at a time when the
Germans were entering the fourth year of a war originally promised to be
of short duration, with military casualties mounting and civilians starving
at home, the effectiveness of Hindenburg-related propaganda was bound
to reach its limits eventually.

Rumour and anti-Hindenburg agitation

After a period of political apathy described in the secret mood reports,
many Germans started to take an active interest in military and political
news again in the winter of 1917/18.¹⁸ The victory on the Eastern Front,
culminating in the armistice with Russia and peace negotiations at Brest-
Litovsk, renewed the hope that German victory in the west was now
within reach. As a consequence, the mood both at home and at the
front had improved since December in spite of continuing problems with
food supplies.¹⁹ The spring offensive of 1918, aimed at breaking through
French and British lines in the west before the anticipated arrival of fresh
American troops in the autumn, was accompanied by a last upsurge of
morale in Germany that found expression in the eager subscription to
the eighth war loan.²⁰ Such sentiment was, however, relatively short-lived
and founded less on new enthusiasm for war than on expectations of
an imminent end to the fighting.²¹ As a result, the disappointment was
ever greater when the offensive came to a first halt. As the 21st Deputy
General Command stationed in Saarbrücken noted in April, the overall
mood was one of ‘nervous tension’. People reacted much more strongly
to news of military successes, but also responded much more emotionally
to ‘every little setback’ that occurred.²² Apathy quickly followed the brief
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moment of exaltation. By June 1918, ‘numbness and indifference’ were
the overarching feelings at the home front.²³ At the same time, however,
according to one informant, many Germans still sought comfort in the idea
that the lull signified that this time the OHL ‘was planning something quite
great, because they needed so much time for preparation’.²⁴ Even now, the
Hindenburg myth remained a lens through which people viewed reality
and the thought that Hindenburg might yet be able to ‘sort things out’
was often more appealing than facing up to the uncomfortable fact that
Germany would not win the war.

In the early years of the war, the Hindenburg myth had corresponded to
German soldiers’ interpretations of war as a heroic enterprise, of fighting
out of a sense of duty, and defending their home.²⁵ Towards its end,
however, official attempts to galvanize soldiers’ fighting spirit by invoking
the Hindenburg myth were increasingly out of touch with reality on the
battlefield. In a letter one particular soldier sent to his family he described
how a messenger had angrily shown him an order he had had to carry
through intense barrage. Only when he was caught in the barrage had he
stopped to look at what the order comprised—it instructed all regiments
to cut from newspapers a letter from Hindenburg thanking the population
for the participation in the festivities on his birthday and to put it up
in the soldiers’ quarters and their shelters in the trenches. ‘Because of
this order two people have had to run through a heavy barrage’, the
letter concluded defiantly.²⁶ In the light of such senseless risking of lives
just to disseminate Hindenburg’s gratitude, it is perhaps no surprise that
for a Bavarian soldier in January 1918, the whole war had become a
‘Hindenburg-Elendschwindel’.²⁷ By this stage, leaflets had started to appear
referring to Hindenburg as a ‘butcher’ and by July, Independent Social
Democrats were campaigning against him and Ludendorff as ‘protractors of
the war’. In September, concerned military informants reported that some
soldiers were labelling the Field Marshal a ‘mass murderer’, whom they
would ‘not let get away’ with what he had done.²⁸

Until the late summer of 1918 the reports of the Deputy General
Commands, on the other hand, testified to the population’s trust in
Hindenburg’s leadership almost unanimously.²⁹ In the summer of 1918,
however, even their language began to change subtly. In early September,
the 10th Deputy General Command in East Prussia noted that enduring trust
could only be observed in the ‘level-headed sections of the population’—a
semantic qualification not hitherto found.³⁰ The Oberkommando in den
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Marken responsible for Berlin and Brandenburg was even more concerned:
‘It is most regrettable that the trust in the OHL, which had thus far been
unshakable, has started to waver disturbingly.’³¹ Likewise, the Württemberg
War Ministry reported that ‘the trust previously placed in the military
leadership has been undermined’.³² Other informants observed that most
people still believed in Hindenburg’s and Ludendorff ’s military superiority,
but irrespective of this no longer thought that Germany could win the war
due to the shortage of manpower and materiel.³³

In late July the War Press Office had already issued an order to the effect
that faith in Hindenburg and Ludendorff had to be strengthened to sustain
soldiers’ willingness to fight. The fact that it deemed such a move necessary
suggests that this faith had indeed started to dwindle noticeably.³⁴

Whilst such alarmed voices imply that attitudes had begun to change, the
assessments were by no means undivided. The East Prussian 20th Deputy
General Command reported as late as October that trust in the OHL had
remained ‘untouched’—a fact apparently also mirrored in private letters
surveyed by the local censorship committee. The Bavarian 6th Deputy
General Command confirmed that the trust in the OHL was ‘unlimited’
and the 17th Deputy General Command even reported from the east that
it had increased during the course of the previous month.³⁵ According to
the 9th Deputy General Command in north western Germany an appeal
Hindenburg had issued to his former regiment in late August urging its
members not to give up their belief in victory had seemed like a ‘salvation
from all anxieties’.³⁶ Even the editors of the liberal Vossische Zeitung and the
Social Democratic Vorwärts were convinced as late as September 1918 that
Hindenburg’s public appeals had a much greater effect on the population
than administrative decrees.³⁷

Generally speaking, soldiers voiced criticism of the army leadership
much less frequently than grievances about their immediate superiors—or,
for that matter, the Kaiser. Those censoring soldiers’ letters reported
overwhelmingly that the OHL had been beyond reproach since 1916 and
was not even blamed for the social cleavages between officers and men
that had been undermining morale among German troops.³⁸ Moreover,
the reports on the mood of the population, which testify to the somewhat
dwindling trust in Germany’s military leadership, report the withering away
of support for the OHL overall, but do not usually mention Hindenburg’s
name in isolation—in stark contrast to previous years when Hindenburg’s
veneration had almost always been singled out as the backbone of trust in
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the OHL.³⁹ It is therefore difficult to establish whether those surveyed had
really changed their opinion of Hindenburg personally or had actually lost
faith in Ludendorff or the OHL as an institution.

Instead of turning against Hindenburg more thoroughly and directly, the
German people increasingly found a release valve for their apprehension
and fear in rumour and hearsay. The virulence of all kinds of rumours
within Germany and at the front in the spring and summer of 1918 gave
vivid expression to the population’s mounting insecurity and nervousness.⁴⁰
Such tales often reflected the values of those spreading and believing in
them simultaneously and were both a manifestation and a source of
insecurity. Virtually all aspects of the war had given rise to incredible
reports since 1914—food supplies, illusory peace negotiations, imagined
battles, and inflated numbers of enemy prisoners captured were all subjects
of the rumour epidemic.⁴¹ From late 1917 onwards, however, people’s
anxieties began to express themselves for the most part in stories about
Hindenburg. Whilst the majority of such rumours probably originated
within Germany itself or was fed back from the trenches, the Allied press,
too, was fanning the flames. Whereas anti-monarchical propaganda had
previously been the main concern of the military intelligence department,
the War Press Office noted in November 1917 that ‘attacks against the
OHL, particularly against Field Marshal Hindenburg, are obviously on
the increase’.⁴² From January 1918 ‘Propaganda against the OHL and its
members’ was a separate section of its enemy press surveys and by April
this comprised no less than 24 pages—the largest single segment of the
reports.⁴³

In late 1917, the British press started publishing stories about ‘Hinden-
burg’s nervous breakdown’.⁴⁴ The following July, the Daily Mail spread the
rumour that he was seriously ill. Only two weeks later, the Daily Express
informed its readers that the Field Marshal had suffered a stroke during
an argument with Wilhelm II and had died shortly afterwards. The same
story had surfaced in the Dutch Nouvelles Haag. Some French and Swiss
papers had allegedly uncovered a more interesting cause of death: a Russian
NCO had killed Hindenburg when the latter visited the Eastern Front after
the peace of Brest-Litovsk.⁴⁵

Although the average German had no direct contact with the foreign
press (it had been formally banned in 1917) such news trickled into Germany
through various sources, not least the domestic press.⁴⁶ Visitors to Germany
noted that countless stories about Hindenburg’s death were circulating
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in the summer of 1918. In southern Germany, tales of a duel between
the Bavarian Crown Prince and Hindenburg during which Rupprecht
had shot dead the Field Marshal were spreading particularly rapidly.⁴⁷
Another variant of Hindenburg’s alleged demise had him severely injured
by shrapnel from a bomb dropped by a British aeroplane.⁴⁸ These stories
were so prevalent in Germany that Hindenburg himself issued an appeal on
2 September 1918 urging people to stop spreading them because they were
undermining the German war effort.⁴⁹ A month earlier, he had already felt
the need to assure his old friend and former corps chief Franz von Seel that
he was fine ‘in spite of all rumours to the contrary’.⁵⁰

Rumours often mirrored recurrent themes of the war and served as
a prism of the Hindenburg myth. Since Hindenburg was 70 years of
age, stories about his frail health were easily believable. Tales about
arguments with the Kaiser showed that the population was aware of
Wilhelm’s jealousy and the differences between him and his Field Marshal.
Rupprecht of Bavaria’s victory in the imaginary duel may have mirrored
the growing perception that Prussia and the southern German states were
at odds politically.⁵¹ Hindenburg’s Russian assassin probably symbolized
those soldiers and NCOs with leftist political views who had begun to
regard him as the embodiment of the prolonged conflict. Invoking British
air bombardment as a cause of death played on the fear of air warfare
that had begun to grip soldiers on the Western Front and was severely
undermining morale in 1918.⁵² And finally, Hindenburg’s alleged nervous
breakdown signified that in spite of his famed sang-froid, the military
situation was now deemed so serious that even he was thought to be losing
his nerves.

Strikingly, such rumours for the most part did not reflect badly on
Hindenburg’s personality.⁵³ Some of these stories vilified the Bavarian
Crown Prince, or the Russian NCO who had allegedly shot the Field
Marshal. And even if falling somewhat short of blaming the Kaiser directly
for Hindenburg’s death, the rumour about their argument sees the latter off
as the innocent victim of a stroke. Rumour-mongers did not usually portray
Hindenburg as personally incompetent and almost never as a perpetrator.
He was increasingly perceived as powerless, but also overwhelmingly as
a victim himself—thus mirroring the self-perception of many Germans.
Given that he had embodied not just the belief in German victory but
also the core values needed to survive the war since 1914, the prevalence
of rumours about his incapacity or death signified the slow demise of
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these convictions. In short, his rumoured downfall represented the German
people’s unwillingness and inability to continue ‘holding out’. After all,
how was Hindenburg going to ‘sort it out’ if he was severely ill, injured,
or no longer alive?

The themes of Hindenburg rumours reveal that for many of his admirers
it was more comfortable to imagine that he had died than to make
him a target for blame. Maintaining one’s blind trust may have been
irreconcilable with experiencing the hopelessness of Germany’s military
situation in the summer of 1918, but the response was not a straightforward
debunking of the Hindenburg myth. On the contrary, the Field Marshal’s
image remained a refractor through which events were viewed. As the
rumours illustrate, it proved easier to square the long-held belief in
Hindenburg’s near-superhuman qualities with his death than his failure of
judgement.

That many of these rumours surfaced repeatedly in the newspapers of the
Entente or of neutral countries also illustrates that opinion-makers outside
Germany had started to pick up on their potential power. Non-German
journalists and propagandists had clearly identified the Hindenburg myth
as a source of political legitimacy. Their articles were intended to enlighten
the German public about its political leaders’ hypocrisy by laying bare the
mechanisms of Hindenburg’s veneration. They also refrained from attacking
the Field Marshal more openly—suggesting that the papers’ editors bought
into the mythical narrative or judged the German population unfit for
a more critical approach. According to the French Matin for instance,
‘the Kaiser had decided to push [Hindenburg] . . . into the background to
prevent the old dog from becoming the subject of a cult, which he [the
Kaiser] wants to preserve for himself.’⁵⁴ In July 1918, the Dutch Nouvelles
Haag suspected a cover-up when reporting that ‘the Germans keep his
death secret not to demoralize the people, who believe in Hindenburg as
their ‘‘saviour’’.’⁵⁵

The Swiss Freie Zeitung was one of the few publications—and the most
vocal one—to scrutinize the Hindenburg myth more closely.⁵⁶ Founded in
May 1917 by a group of German political émigrés living in Bern, the paper
provided the most important forum for German war critics and radical
republicans outside Germany. Hugo Ball, Ernst Bloch, Kurt Eisner, Carl
von Ossietzky and Walter Benjamin were among its regular authors and
it had a large readership in Germany—not least as a result of the authors’
intimate knowledge of German politics and the fact that they wrote in
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German.⁵⁷ In September 1917, the Freie Zeitung pinpointed Hindenburg’s
veneration as an obstacle on Germany’s path to democracy:

The best means to accelerate the German revolutionary process is to
take away the most steadfast pillar of German authority. This pillar is
called . . . Hindenburg. Those who help to defeat Hindenburg work towards
revolutionary success. Those who knowingly or unknowingly, directly or
indirectly, help to strengthen Hindenburg, are fighting against the German
revolution, against German democracy.⁵⁸

However insightful this passage may have been, it remained the exception.
Only a very small number of observers recognized the Hindenburg myth’s
full potency and even fewer were prepared to face the consequences by
attacking it as a potential threat to democratic development in Germany.
With German defeat starting to look likely, the search for scapegoats would
soon begin instead.

Finding scapegoats

Although Hindenburg and Ludendorff had entered the public stage more or
less simultaneously in 1914 and had worked closely ever since, their images
had diverged from the outset. Ludendorff never exuded the same kind of
emotional appeal as Hindenburg.⁵⁹ As the chief editor of the prestigious
liberal daily Vossische Zeitung phrased it on the occasion of Ludendorff ’s
53rd birthday: Ludendorff was ‘admired’, but Hindenburg was ‘loved’. The
Field Marshal had generously shared his fame with his subordinate, the
editor Georg Bernhard opined, but the gratitude people had originally felt
for Hindenburg had long since transformed itself into the genuine love
of ‘a great human being’.⁶⁰ Ludendorff had enjoyed popular admiration
and achieved the status of one of Germany’s greatest war heroes, but was
respected first and foremost for his strategic talent and military leadership.
He had never been loved ‘as a human being’.

By October 1918 Ludendorff had fallen out of favour both with the
German public and the new political leadership under Prince Max von
Baden. His erratic nature, his political ambitions, his growing difficulties
with the Kaiser, and his contradictory statements concerning Germany’s
military situation had all contributed to his fall from grace. After the Austro-
Hungarian peace note of 14 September and the collapse of Bulgaria’s war
effort in late September, the OHL had had to recognize that only an
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immediate armistice would prevent further disaster. It thus announced
Germany’s military bankruptcy at a conference in the Belgian resort town
of Spa on 28–29 September and urged the Imperial government to sue
for peace immediately.⁶¹ When Ludendorff changed his mind concerning
Germany’s fighting capabilities again publicly merely a few weeks after
his announcement at Spa, now arguing that the German army could after
all win—without the military situation having changed substantially—his
position was no longer tenable.⁶² As the leader of the Social Democrats and
future Reich President Friedrich Ebert observed, the whole people now
pointed to ‘Ludendorff . . . as the guilty one’.⁶³

On the basis of the OHL’s admission of military failure, and to gain
more favourable peace terms from the Allies, negotiations were conducted
about constitutional reform and the formation of a new government
backed by a parliamentary majority. Max von Baden’s reform government,
established on 3 October, represented a decisive step on the path from
constitutional to parliamentary monarchy.⁶⁴ Baden sent the government’s
first peace note to the American President Woodrow Wilson the day he
was appointed. The new Reich Chancellor was keen on Ludendorff ’s
dismissal, not least because he sought to curb the political power the OHL
had accumulated since 1916, but saw himself faced with one significant
problem: Hindenburg’s future.

On 17 October 1918, Baden’s October government deliberated the
OHL’s dismissal for the first time. The Chancellor enquired whether
the German people would be able to endure both Hindenburg’s and
Ludendorff ’s resignation. State Secretary Conrad Haußmann of the liberal
Fortschrittliche Volkspartei argued that the government ran the risk of
being accused of having deprived Germany of her two greatest strategists
at a particularly difficult time. This ‘would have catastrophic consequences,
in particular because of Hindenburg’, he warned—suggesting that he was
convinced of the myth’s continued potency.⁶⁵

Wondering whether it would be possible for the Kaiser to ‘persuade
Field Marshal Hindenburg to make the ultimate sacrifice of staying on
without Ludendorff ’, State Secretary Siegfried von Roedern was the first
to raise the possibility of dismissing the Quartermaster-General only.⁶⁶
Though pessimistic concerning his chances of success, Baden discussed the
matter with the Kaiser and others. During the conversation, State Secretary
Wilhelm Solf supported the plan and made the case that ‘Hindenburg’s
departure would obviously be very regrettable because of his high esteem
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which even large parts of Social Democracy share. Not so in Ludendorff ’s
case.’⁶⁷ In a telegram Baden sent to Wilhelm II on 25 October, he once
more urged the Kaiser to dismiss Ludendorff and to do ‘everything possible
to persuade Hindenburg to stay’.⁶⁸ Gustav Stresemann, deputy leader of
the National Liberal Party and future Foreign Minister during the Weimar
years, echoed Baden’s sentiment even more ardently in a letter to Robert
Friedberg, a fellow National Liberal politician:

I hope you agree if I urge you to do everything to prevent Hindenburg from
leaving . . . [I]n my opinion . . . the German people still has, can have, and has
to have great trust in Hindenburg, because there is no doubt that he has
protected the homeland against superior forces for 50 months and has . . . won
the greatest world-historical victories. We must under no circumstances
be . . . tainted with the odium of having overthrown Hindenburg. In my
opinion, the Kaiser’s abdication would be easier to endure than Hindenburg’s
departure. I cannot even begin to imagine how history would judge us if we
were somehow persuaded to get involved.⁶⁹

According to Friedrich von Berg, Wilhelm’s Civil Cabinet Chief, the
Kaiser had initially agreed with the plan to dismiss Ludendorff, but changed
his mind again because he feared running the risk of Hindenburg resign-
ing simultaneously. After a heated argument on 26 October, however,
Wilhelm accepted Ludendorff ’s resignation—but he declined to accept
Hindenburg’s own offer to go.⁷⁰

Major-General Hans von Haeften, the OHL’s government envoy and
one of Germany’s chief wartime propagandists, was one of the first to
hear the news and rushed to see Baden, who was in the company of
Vice Chancellor Friedrich von Payer, Solf, Roedern, and others. When he
delivered the news of Ludendorff ’s dismissal

[a]ll those present jumped up apprehensively and besieged me with the
words: ‘and Hindenburg?’ ‘He stays’, I answered briefly. A lively ‘Thank
God’ was the response . . .⁷¹

As we can see, the members of Baden’s reform government and other
German politicians from various political parties were keen on Ludendorff ’s
dismissal in October 1918, but tried to avoid Hindenburg’s exit at all costs
in spite of the OHL’s admission of military bankruptcy—first and foremost
because they feared the public’s wrath and were concerned about their
historical legacy if they were to be associated with the dismissal of Germany’s
national hero. When reminiscing about the events one year later, Conrad
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Haußmann, now a member of the newly-founded DDP, therefore took
great pride in the fact that Ludendorff ’s dismissal and Hindenburg’s staying
in office had been ‘engineered by Max von Baden’s government’.⁷²

The public reaction to Ludendorff ’s dismissal seemed to vindicate these
calculations; the decision was largely greeted with support. A detailed survey
of the press coverage compiled for Ludendorff ’s successor in the ‘fourth
OHL’, General Wilhelm Groener, found that the whole press cited his
‘political actions’ as ‘the reason for his overthrow’.⁷³ Most opinion columns
on the dismissal also offered their take on Hindenburg’s remaining in office.
The papers interpreted the departure of his right-hand man as a painful
loss for the Field Marshal practically across the board. Staying in office
represented a ‘sacrifice’ for Hindenburg, a ‘sacrifice’ he had supposedly
endured based on his long-standing and sternly Prussian idea of duty to the
fatherland.⁷⁴ Georg Bernhard went as far as labelling the decision an act
of ‘superhuman sacrifice’. Hindenburg had allegedly remained at his post
because he was aware of what ‘his name meant for Germany at this difficult
time’.⁷⁵ The editor of the prestigious Vossische Zeitung lauded the Field
Marshal for providing mythical credibility at a moment of crisis. Disloyalty
towards his long-term aide or a refusal to take full responsibility for
Germany’s military situation by resigning as well was not the interpretative
framework. Instead, selflessness, sacrifice and steadfast loyalty towards the
German people were the key themes invoked by journalists assessing
Hindenburg’s retention.⁷⁶ The Field Marshal himself fed this rhetoric in
letters to his family and old acquaintances, in which he declared that
‘his heart was bleeding’, but that he regarded staying as his ‘duty’.⁷⁷
Commentators viewed his decision to stay on strictly within the parameters
of the mythical narrative that had surrounded him since 1914. Mirroring
the fact that Hindenburg’s reputation had long since risen above Germany’s
military fortunes several conservative papers, including the Kreuz-Zeitung
and Der Tag, predicted that the German people would forever honour his
name even if he did not return victorious.⁷⁸ Even the Vorwärts—albeit
especially forceful in its vilification of Ludendorff—quickly exempted the
Field Marshal himself. Although the SPD’s mouthpiece recognized that his
myth had been deployed as a political weapon in the past, it was convinced
that others had pulled the strings:

Ludendorff was a type of political General, Hindenburg is not, [and] does not
want to be one in the future. If his name has often been abused for matters
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not entirely within the military sphere that is mainly because of his former
adviser who was not just a soldier, but also a hot-blooded, pan-German,
conservative politician.⁷⁹

Ludendorff had been discredited especially among workers and ordinary
soldiers precisely because of his active drive and political ambitions.⁸⁰
Hindenburg had been worshipped as a strong leader at a difficult time,
but ruthless determination had never been considered his trademark.
On the contrary, his outward passivity and tranquillity had always been
components of the mythical narrative in their own right—in the eu-
phemistic guise of ‘strong nerves’ and ‘calmness’—and had endeared him
to members and supporters of the more moderate and leftist parties who
had always feared Ludendorff ’s authoritarian zeal. The Quartermaster-
General may have appeared to be masterminding the OHL’s military
and political moves, but, in the end, that also made it easier to blame
him for its failures. Whereas the radical segments of the German right,
such as the Pan-Germans, continued to favour their associate Ludendorff
and were suspicious of Hindenburg due to his alleged lack of polit-
ical understanding, this was precisely what liberal and Social Democratic
commentators considered an asset.⁸¹ This basic framework of interpreta-
tion would remain intact after the revolution, when Ludendorff ’s public
image deteriorated still further, which underlined once more the ex-
tent to which his and Hindenburg’s images—as well as their political
fortunes—diverged.⁸²

Whilst the left zeroed in on Ludendorff as the culprit, the General, in
his turn, had prepared the ground for the vilification of the democrats as
early as September 1918. Since he judged the military situation as hopeless,
it seemed wise to grant greater powers to the parties and thus place on
them the responsibility for terminating the war effort. Ludendorff had thus
planted the seeds for the infamous ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend, according
to which Socialist and Jewish agitators on the home front had betrayed
the German army, leading to German military collapse before the fighting
had even stopped. After his return from exile in Sweden in early 1919,
he embarked on a campaign to spread this narrative and gave a series of
interviews portraying Socialist activists as the real culprits.⁸³ Within one
year after the revolution in November 1918—courtesy of Hindenburg’s
backing—the ‘stab-in-the-back’ would assert itself as a powerful political
narrative and anti-republican political tool deployed by German Nationalists
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and, later, Nazi propagandists in their quest to undermine the legitimacy of
the Weimar Republic.⁸⁴

Hindenburg’s enduring heroic status meant that scapegoats had to be
found on both sides of the political spectrum. A more balanced assessment
of the causes of Germany’s military collapse was severely hampered by
the survival of the Hindenburg myth. The ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend and
worshipping the Field Marshal were two sides of the same coin. One did
not follow from the other in a strictly causal sense, but they were born out
of similar desires and served a similar purpose—namely to avoid asking
difficult questions about German defeat and to uphold the notion that the
country had fought a just war.

Revolution and a fateful ‘pact’

Just as keeping Hindenburg in office had been the new government’s and
Wilhelm II’s central aim when orchestrating Ludendorff ’s dismissal, it was
also a consideration of Baden and others in discussions about the future of
the Hohenzollern dynasty—discussions that acquired ever greater urgency
when the peace notes exchanged with the Wilson government made it clear
that the Allies would not conclude a peace settlement with a German Reich
ruled by the current Kaiser. Bowing to Allied pressure, the war cabinet
openly debated the possibility of Wilhelm II’s abdication during a meeting
on 31 October 1918. The Prussian Interior Minister Bill Drews opined that
the troops would not fight against peace in the name of the Kaiser. His
assessment was prescient: even if no large-scale mutinies broke out within
the army, naval mutinies would soon break out in Kiel after the sailors had
been ordered to ‘sacrifice’ themselves in a final—and impossible—battle.
But Drews was convinced that the damage inflicted on the army by
the abdication ‘could be avoided if Hindenburg was made commander-
in-chief.’ An opinion poll among officers in Spa on 9 November 1918
partially confirmed this assessment.⁸⁵ Not all officers, however, were equally
steadfast in their insistence on Hindenburg’s retention.⁸⁶ Moreover, in early
November, war-weariness had reached such depths that images neither of
the Kaiser nor of Hindenburg could be shown in soldiers’ cinemas, because
audiences regularly booed them.⁸⁷ At the top of government, the fear
of being ‘tainted with the odium of having overthrown Hindenburg’
nevertheless persisted in spite of such signs of grass-roots discontent.
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On 9 November, the revolution reached Berlin after it had already
broken out in numerous other places in the Reich. Around lunchtime,
Reich Chancellor Baden, acting on his own authority, announced Wil-
helm II’s abdication as German Emperor and King of Prussia. Shortly
afterwards, Scheidemann declared the creation of a German Republic at
Berlin’s Reichstag, pre-empting Karl Liebknecht’s declaration of a Social-
ist Republic based on the Soviet model two hours later. Early the next
morning, the Kaiser got on a train to Holland, where he would remain in
exile until his death in Doorn in 1941. Whilst the Kaiser ‘fled’—following
Hindenburg’s recommendation—the Field Marshal remained at his post.⁸⁸
The debate about his role in engineering Wilhelm II’s departure would
occupy German monarchists for some time and would taint the relationship
between Hindenburg and his former monarch considerably in the years
to come. The Field Marshal, however, would always publicly reject the
accusation that he had advised the Kaiser to go into exile.⁸⁹

In November 1918, Hindenburg succeeded Wilhelm II as commander-
in-chief. As early as 10 November he sent a message to all army groups
explaining how to behave in the new situation brought about by Wilhelm’s
abdication. The growth of the soldiers’ councils in the army could not
be prevented, but he urged officers to bring them under their control.⁹⁰
Two days later, the new Council of the People’s Delegates—the interim
government under Friedrich Ebert’s leadership—issued an order, approved
even by the Independent Social Democrats, informing the revolutionary
soldiers’ councils that their first duty was to prevent chaos and work
towards successful demobilization: ‘after the unspeakable suffering and
incredible privations every one of our soldiers should return home in the
shortest possible time’. ‘If individual units stream back arbitrarily, they will
seriously jeopardize themselves, their comrades, and the homeland. The
consequence will be chaos, with famine and want.’⁹¹ The revolutionary
government understood that if the army officers lost their power of
command, the ensuing breakdown of organization and discipline would
make the orderly withdrawal of the three-million-strong army across the
German frontier impossible within the fifteen days allowed by the armistice
that had been signed by representatives of the new democratic government
at Compiègne on 11 November. Any German soldier left behind would
potentially become the Allies’ prisoner of war.⁹²

The revolutionary workers’ and soldiers’ councils established across Ger-
man towns in November 1918 were often dominated by Majority Social
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Democrats and, for the most part, complied with the new government’s
demands for co-operation with the old army. When the OHL’s GHQ
moved from Spa to Wilhelmshöhe on 14 November, however, represent-
atives of the local council even exceeded the call for pragmatic collaboration.
They raised the Imperial flag and the soldiers wore ribbons in the Imper-
ial colours of black, white, and red. Albert Grzesinski, a Majority Social
Democrat and leader of the local council, who would go on to become
Berlin Police Chief and Prussian Interior Minister, further issued a statement
appealing to the population to greet the Field Marshal with all due respect:

Hindenburg belongs to the German people and the German army. He led
his armies to glorious victories and did not leave his people in a difficult
hour. Never has Hindenburg in the greatness of the fulfilment of his duty
been closer to us than today. He stands under our protection.⁹³

Such displays of reverence for the Imperial Field Marshal by groups that had
sought to overturn the very social and political order he had represented
clearly illustrate the patriotic fervour of the soldiers’ councils and the broad
and enduring appeal of the Hindenburg myth during the revolution. They
also hint at the fact that, far from being damaged by German military
defeat, Hindenburg’s mythical standing was further enhanced among those
working towards German democracy in 1918/19 because he had not ‘left
his people’ at a moment of crisis.

The co-operation between the old army and the provisional government,
laid out in the so-called ‘Ebert-Groener Pact’ of 10 November 1918,
according to which the government promised to curb the powers of
the soldiers’ councils and to fight Bolshevism in return for the army’s
support with demobilization, is one of the most important—and most
controversial—aspects of the German revolution of 1918/19.⁹⁴ The Field
Marshal’s immediate backing of the alliance silenced not least the right-
wing critics of cooperation with the Social Democrats.⁹⁵ His mythical
standing provided the symbolic backbone of this fateful collaboration and
was thus a crucial component of the German revolution from above.

In a concrete sense, war did not end for the German home front with
the signing of the armistice on 11 November—the naval blockade was
not lifted until July 1919 and political violence in the streets of German
cities aggravated feelings of insecurity and the sense of crisis.⁹⁶ Millions of
soldiers still stood on French and Belgian soil and others would continue
to fight Lithuanian and Polish troops on Germany’s eastern borders. The
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very mood of crisis people in warring nations live through often expresses
the search for continuity and stability.⁹⁷ Crucially, the fear of political and
economic chaos and the wish for order were the central driving forces
behind the decisions of the leading Majority Social Democrats during and
after the revolution. Ebert, Scheidemann, and Gustav Noske all considered
the prevention of ‘chaos’ and the re-establishment of ‘tranquillity’ their
top priorities in 1918/19—and all put their faith in the old Imperial elites,
especially the army, rather than in the revolutionary councils to realize these
aims.⁹⁸ Hindenburg’s wartime image as a ‘rock in the ocean’, containing
the ‘Russian tidal wave’ and famed for his stoical calmness and ‘tranquillity’,
corresponded directly to their desire to contain the chaotic ‘floods’ of the
revolution.⁹⁹ Salvaging the Hindenburg myth from war and revolution
was attuned to this widespread wish for order that was a result of the
disruption experienced in previous years¹⁰⁰—an experience the members
of the revolutionary councils had shared with more conservative forces.

According to the historian Hans Delbrück, editor of the Preussische
Jahrbücher, Hindenburg’s leadership of the army at this dangerous and
highly difficult time was a ‘historical necessity’.¹⁰¹ One of Groener’s closest
advisers would later also reminisce about the gratitude the German public
owed Hindenburg for staying, ‘because it could not have worked without
his nimbus’.¹⁰² Evidently, Friedrich Ebert agreed.¹⁰³ Whenever members
of his interim government and leading Independent Social Democrats
criticized Hindenburg in the months after the revolution, Ebert justified
his co-operation with the old elites with reference to the Field Marshal’s
importance in expediting demobilization and preventing chaos. There
was no legitimate reason to question his position, because ‘demobiliz-
ation required the avoidance of any unnecessary disturbance of army
unity’.¹⁰⁴

Philipp Scheidemann formed a new government the following March
after the elections to the National Assembly, and Ebert became Germany’s
first Reich President. During a cabinet discussion about the eventual dis-
solution of the OHL in March 1919, Ebert’s assessments of the autumn
were echoed by many of those present. The general consensus was that
this had to occur in ‘friendly agreement’ with Hindenburg, who had made
a ‘great sacrifice’ by staying on.¹⁰⁵ The DDP’s Eugen Schiffer warned
that any government propaganda under the headline ‘down with Hinden-
burg’ was going to have severe consequences. The new Prussian War
Minister Walther Reinhardt, who had headed the army’s Demobilization
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Department in late 1918, thought that Hindenburg’s presence still made a
significant impression on Germany’s enemies. He appeared as a ‘Roland’
to them, he argued. He also agreed with Schiffer that the Field Marshal’s
departure had a downside, because his commitment to the democratic
process kept many people from working against the new government,
especially the less wealthy younger members of the officer corps.¹⁰⁶ The
memories of Hermann Hoth, an officer in his mid-thirties at the time,
corroborated Reinhardt’s assessment:

Anyone who remembers the military defeat in 1918, the desperate pessimism
of those first few weeks when Germany seemed to drown in the stream of
Spartacus uprisings, will recall that the eyes of those who were looking for
security were not directed towards Berlin . . . but to the General Headquarters
in Wilhelmshöhe where Hindenburg . . . kept back the waves of turmoil firm
as a rock in the ocean. I was probably not the only one who gained the
courage and motivation to work for the reconstruction of Germany from the
example set by the Field Marshal.¹⁰⁷

The revolutionary government’s room for manoeuvre in 1918/19 is
perhaps the most heatedly debated issue in the historiography of the
Weimar Republic. It is not the purpose of this study to revisit the
polemical condemnations of the Majority Social Democrats for their
deliberate ‘betrayal’ of the revolution.¹⁰⁸ Consensus now exists, however,
that the latitude of the democratic leadership was considerably greater
than making a forced choice between two options—a council system
based on the Soviet model and a parliamentary democracy co-operating
closely with the old elites. While the revolution undoubtedly introduced
real and lasting change in Germany, the democratic leaders missed the
opportunity for a more thorough re-assessment of the Kaiserreich’s political
symbols.¹⁰⁹ The Hindenburg myth was one such symbol. Instead of revising
his image in 1918/19 along with Ludendorff ’s and the Kaiser’s, the
provisional government relied on his veneration to cushion the blow
of military defeat. SPD politicians even went as far as using the ‘Iron
Hindenburg’ statue in Berlin as a platform for speeches against the Treaty
of Versailles.¹¹⁰

In the debates in Baden’s reform government and Ebert’s revolutionary
government about Hindenburg’s possible departure, the belief in the
potency of his mythical glorification transpired as the underlying reason
for advocating his retention in office. Hindenburg’s name and reputation
were sources of legitimacy neither Baden nor Ebert and their respective
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circles thought they could afford to lose if they wanted to avoid chaos and
curb political violence. Even if they considered the trust in Hindenburg in
their own ranks volatile in autumn 1918, as did the MSPD leaders, they
still subscribed to the notion that the Hindenburg myth was a compelling
force able to sway public opinion at large.¹¹¹

From the summer of 1918 onwards, there had been growing signs
that segments of public opinion were turning against Hindenburg. Those
working towards democratic reform, most notably the Majority Social
Democrats, however, chose not to stoke the flames. They did not attempt
to accelerate the revolutionary process by taking ‘away the most steadfast
pillar of German authority’, a course the astute Freie Zeitung had urged as
early as 1917. They did not do so for fear of the consequences—resulting
from their continued belief in the potency of the Hindenburg myth—and
because of their own inability to turn against a myth, which symbolized
‘order’ and ‘tranquillity’—the central issues occupying the new government
in 1918/19.

To be sure, taking away this ‘pillar’ would have been no easy task. Given
that Hindenburg did not just embody the Prussian militarist tradition,
but also the broader virtues of wartime Germany, his myth acting as
a lens through which people viewed events, debunking it would have
meant questioning the purpose of Germany’s fight. By largely salvaging
the Hindenburg myth after the defeat, the German population could
substantiate the faith in its own virtues. Wanting to believe in the justness
of Germany’s cause and in the idea that millions of soldiers had given their
lives—and the home front faced years of deprivation—for a legitimate
reason were perhaps logical concerns. Whilst three-quarters of the electorate
may have been ready to bid farewell to the semi-absolutist Kaiserreich by
voting for the pro-republican parties of the ‘Weimar coalition’ (SPD,
Centre Party, and DDP) in the elections for the National Assembly in
January 1919, only months after the armistice, they were overall not yet
able to reconsider the meaning of the war.¹¹²

On 3 July 1919, five days after the controversial peace treaty had been
signed—not by him, but by representatives of the democratic government
at Versailles—Hindenburg finally retired from the OHL which would
be dissolved the next day, to return to Hanover, where the local popu-
lation gave him a rapturous welcome.¹¹³ The night before his departure
a farewell celebration at the German GHQ marked his second retire-
ment. On this occasion, Wilhelm Groener, who had ‘consciously spread
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the old Hindenburg’s glory for political reasons’ in previous months,¹¹⁴
expressed his take on the function of the Hindenburg myth in no uncertain
terms:

The personality of the Field Marshal represents the passage from an old period
to a new one. He is the bearer of the great and silent forces of the past for the
future of our people. Simple dignity and the ultimate fulfilment of duty are
the main character traits which have not only affected us . . . but also affected
the whole people. Looking towards the future, we should honour our Field
Marshal with a thundering hurrah and swear that we will follow his example
until the end of our days.¹¹⁵

Hindenburg thus entered retirement not as a military leader marred by
defeat, but as a dutiful commander-in-chief and national hero, ‘loyal’ to
his people at a crucial time, whose myth salvaged the key values of a
bygone era for the new German state. Had he refrained from meddling in
political affairs after July 1919, the democrats’ lack of critical engagement
with his wartime myth might not have become a problem. One could
even speculate that he might, in fact, still be remembered as a force of
stability, continuity, and tranquillity that expedited demobilization and
helped to ease the transition from monarchy to Republic in 1918/19. But
Hindenburg would not leave the public stage for long and republicans
would soon pay a heavy price for using him as a mythical prop in the
war’s aftermath. Their reliance on Hindenburg’s reputation in 1918/19 led
to their self-elimination as credible critics of right-wing agendas promoted
by means of deploying the Hindenburg myth in the years to come. This
largely self-inflicted paralysis was to have severe consequences which it
took republicans considerable time to recognize. After the Field Marshal’s
election victory in 1925, the Frankfurter Zeitung published a leader on the
events in 1918/19 so insightful it is worth quoting at length:

We did not see it before, but we see clearly today that it was one of the
gravest mistakes to let the Hindenburg legend stay alive . . . In all the years that
have passed since the collapse, we have critically examined many Generals
of the First World War, most notably Ludendorff, Hindenburg’s aide, but
Hindenburg was left aside. (. . .) This reluctance had honourable and humane
motives . . . He did not flee, as the Emperor did, and he did not decline to
work with the soldiers’ councils. He just remained at his post, and under his
leadership the difficult task of an orderly retreat of the army was fulfilled.
That was undoubtedly an achievement . . . However, there was another
component, which contributed to Hindenburg’s extraordinary standing in
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the people’s minds: German romanticism . . . Even though we lost the war,
there were also great accomplishments. Especially a vanquished people
need those accomplishments symbolized in difficult times. Hindenburg was
such a symbol, and even those who should have known better, salvaged his
name. This consideration was honourable, but mistaken. We should have
told ourselves that a people so taken with romanticism as the Germans have
no greater need than the truth, always and everywhere. This omission was a
mistake, which has now taken its toll.¹¹⁶

∗ ∗ ∗

The Hindenburg myth did not coincidentally survive the military col-
lapse.¹¹⁷ Towards the end of the war, people’s mounting insecurity and
sense of crisis had manifested themselves in countless rumours about
Hindenburg, partly fanned by Allied propaganda. Moreover, the success of
pro-Hindenburg propaganda had begun to encounter its limits. Of course,
German soldiers and the home front could not have held out indefinitely
simply because they trusted the Chief of the General Staff. Given that the
Field Marshal had eclipsed Wilhelm II and outshone Ludendorff in the
public’s perception, it is nevertheless striking that he was, for the most part,
not blamed for Germany’s defeat. The democratic left vilified reactionary
German politics represented by Ludendorff instead, whilst the right found
its scapegoat through the ‘stab-in-the-back’ theory.

Hindenburg’s ‘corona’ did not completely ‘fade when defeat became
inevitable’.¹¹⁸ In fact, his myth survived in 1918/19, because it still corres-
ponded to the social expectations of large sections of German society: to
salvage something positive from war, to continue believing in the justness
of Germany’s cause, and to re-create a sense of order, tranquillity, and con-
tinuity after the disruption of wartime. But as the Frankfurter Zeitung would
finally recognize six-and-a-half years after the revolution, the democrats’
reluctance to criticize the Hindenburg myth, and their reliance on it during
the transition, turned into a heavy burden for the young Republic.
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Anti-democratic politics

H indenburg never faded completely from public imagination after his
retirement, or indeed throughout the Republic’s ‘crisis years’ of 1919

to 1923,¹ not least guaranteed by the continued presence of Hindenburg
memorabilia in German homes, which had been amassed during wartime.
On the occasion of the Field Marshal’s 72nd birthday in October 1919,
Wilhelm von Gayl, an East Prussian Nationalist politician and protagonist
in promoting Hindenburg’s fame in the early years of the Republic, hailed
him as a ‘bible, a gospel of inner freedom’. Although Germany was going
through a dark period, he had not lost faith in its resurrection, Gayl
explained, because everywhere he travelled, all palaces, classrooms, and
pubs were adorned with Hindenburg’s picture.

His image, looked upon by children’s eyes, should not be missing from any
German home. ‘Hindenburg’ should be the word our boys learn along with
father and mother . . . As long as our society worships its heroes, as long as
children say ‘Hindenburg’, there will be hope.²

Echoing Groener’s thoughts on Hindenburg’s retirement in the summer,
Gayl’s article sketched out what function Hindenburg-worship served
for anti-republicans on the right. Keeping his memory alive was a way
of re-affirming the belief in key nationalist values they felt had been
lost in the revolution.³ For these right-wingers, who regarded hero-
worship by definition as positive, Hindenburg was an ideal educational
figure whose commemoration would accelerate the resurrection of the
‘good’ forces within German society. His myth would inspire future
generations of Germans to strive towards toppling the despised ‘system’ of
Weimar—personified by figures like Matthias Erzberger, who had signed
the armistice in 1918.

Hindenburg, a living myth, played a key role in connecting the various
narrative strands of Weimar’s anti-republican ‘mythical network’.⁴ He was



66 anti-democratic politics

the embodiment of different elements of other potent political tales of
the interwar period: the Bismarck myth, a widespread anti-republican
tale about strong leadership, the notion of German innocence in 1914, a
powerful tool in the anti-democratic fight against the ‘shameful peace’ of
Versailles and the ‘war guilt lie’, and the myth of the ‘spirit of 1914’, a
narrative of social and political unity that acquired an increasingly anti-
parliamentarian character after the war.⁵ Hindenburg, a strong leader of
Bismarckian qualities, had ‘saved’ Germany from the invading Russians
in 1914, thereby confirming Germany’s innocence in 1914 and proving
the injustice of the Versailles Treaty and its infamous §231 on German
war guilt. The rapturous public response to Tannenberg and Hindenburg’s
broad social and political appeal in wartime seemingly testified to the reality
of the ‘spirit of 1914’—a spirit republicans had allegedly betrayed by calling
off the Burgfrieden and sapping the home front’s endurance through pacifist
agitation. They had thereby destroyed German unity and founded the
Weimar Republic on treason and defeat.

Above all, however, the Hindenburg myth was entwined closely with
the ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend, about to become a ‘mainstay of conservative-
nationalist ideology’ in 1919, but nevertheless successful far beyond the
circle of uncompromising anti-republicans, because large parts of the
population were equally reluctant to admit German defeat.⁶ The idea of a
‘stab-in-the-back’ of the army by the German home front would become
increasingly radicalized and merge with the notion of an ‘unvanquished
army’ undefeated in the field, but robbed of the fruits of victory by
treacherous Socialists at home.⁷ Whilst it acted as a catalyst to republican
destabilization in the long run, the narrative was naturally advantageous for
Hindenburg’s image as it shed a positive light on the OHL’s record and
exempted him not just of most, but virtually all responsibility for German
defeat. The twin myths of ‘Hindenburg’ and the ‘stab-in-the-back’ worked
reciprocally and were mutually re-enforcing. The liberal journalist Theodor
Wolff summed up their interconnectedness pointedly in November 1919:
‘The unfortunate scapegoat theory could not emerge if the infallibility
theory had not risen on the other side.’⁸

Hindenburg’s public appearances and official statements guaranteed ex-
tensive press coverage. Because his veneration was not a homogeneously
right-wing affair, but also penetrated republican circles, especially among
the bourgeoisie, those worshipping him could spread anti-republican ideas
inconspicuously and without the smack of party politics. The events in
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Berlin in November 1919 were the first example of just how effective
anti-republican agitation disguised as innocent Hindenburg celebrations
could be.

Popularizing the ‘stab-in-the-back’

Hindenburg testified at a hearing of the Parliamentary Investigation Com-
mittee on the Causes of the Collapse at the Reichstag in Berlin on
18 November 1919. If one had to pinpoint the public breakthrough of the
‘stab-in-the-back’ idea, this would be the pivotal moment.

The investigation committee had been set up in August 1919. Its main
tasks were the investigation of the ‘war guilt’ question and establishing
responsibility for the causes of Germany’s military collapse. Expert opin-
ion from military, naval, and civilian specialists was heard and extensive
documentary material collected to be published in a final report.⁹ The
anti-democratic right had denounced the work of the committee as a
nest-besmirching enterprise from the outset. To avoid further right-wing
outrage the committee had decided not to summon Hindenburg as a wit-
ness. Ludendorff, however, had been called upon to testify on the OHL’s
involvement in the decision to declare unrestricted submarine warfare
in 1917 and to reject the Entente peace offers of 1916 and 1917. But
when he, clearly aware of the potency of Hindenburg’s image, refused
to appear unless the Field Marshal was summoned alongside him, the
committee was forced to backtrack and eventually asked Hindenburg to
attend.¹⁰

The committee was anxious to show its admiration for the Field
Marshal. On 18 November, the table in the Reichstag witness box was
decorated with a large bunch of chrysanthemums, tied with ribbons in
the Imperial colours. Moreover, it had been agreed that Hindenburg
would not be cross-examined by a member of the largest parliamentary
group, the Social Democrats, but by the DDP’s Georg Gothein, a man of
old Prussian civil service traditions. Nevertheless, Hindenburg dodged all
direct questions and produced a typed document, which he had drafted
together with his host in Berlin, Karl Helfferich, a DNVP politician
and key player in the nationalist struggle against republican politicians
such as Walther Rathenau and Matthias Erzberger.¹¹ Hindenburg read the
whole memorandum without paying the slightest attention to Gothein’s
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repeated attempts at interrupting him. He laid out Germany’s innocence
in 1914 and blamed divergent party interests, which had allegedly led
to the ‘disintegration of the German people’s will to conquer’, for the
military collapse. His closing remarks, however, proved to be the most
fateful:

As an English General has very truly said, ‘The German Army was stabbed in
the back.’ It is plain enough upon whom the blame lies. If any further proof
were necessary to show it, it is to be found in the utter amazement of our
enemies at their victory.¹²

Citing the words a Swiss newspaper had attributed to British General
Sir Frederick Maurice, Hindenburg thus lent his mythical authority to the
‘stab-in-the-back’ allegation. His endorsement popularized the narrative
immediately; conservative commentators proclaimed a ‘victory of the
truth’ within 24 hours.¹³ Hindenburg had not invented the narrative, but
broadened its dissemination considerably. His statement was printed in all
the major daily papers the day after his testimony and debated endlessly in
the opinion columns. He was therefore midwife to an idea German society
had been pregnant with since the revolution—an idea that burdened
the young republic with accusations of treachery, thereby intensifying
political polarization and shifting the political climate decisively to the
right.

Hindenburg’s endorsement put the democratic camp in a near-impossible
position. Republican commentators faced the complicated task of defying
a narrative granted the Field Marshal’s official approval, whilst avoiding
personal and direct criticism of a man whose mythical adulation had lent
legitimacy to their cause until a few months previously. Even if Theodor
Wolff had recognized the danger of the ‘infallibility theory’ about Hinden-
burg, which strengthened the allegations of democratic treason, he insisted
in the same article: ‘Tannenberg remains Tannenberg. [Hindenburg] . . . is
one of those historical figures to whom the people’s feelings [Volksgefühl]
will always flow.’¹⁴

Condemning the ‘stab-in-the-back’ as a fabrication, whilst steering clear
of criticizing its now most famous proponent, led others to revert to fur-
ther vilifying the Field Marshal’s former second-in-command. Exempting
Hindenburg from the responsibility for his own public proclamation, the
Frankfurter Zeitung was convinced that ‘You could hear Ludendorff’s voice
through Hindenburg’s words’.¹⁵ Vorwärts dared to declare its disappointment
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with Hindenburg, whom the SPD ‘respected’, but then quickly changed
the subject:

Let us not speak of the old gentleman . . . whose misfortune commands
respect! [H]e remains a likeable old Commander. An old man in a foreign
world . . . Let us speak of Ludendorff only.¹⁶

Only the left-wing Weltbühne spotted the irrationality inherent in ‘people’s
rage stopping short of the old Field Marshal and turning, without logic,
purely emotionally, against his aide.’ By still worshipping Hindenburg,
people were ‘worshipping themselves’, the poet Kurt Tucholsky remarked
with characteristic acuity. ‘One has to lose a war to be celebrated like this’,
he concluded with resignation.¹⁷

‘The enemy is on the right’

Hindenburg’s visit to Berlin did not just forestall many of the intricacies
of Weimar’s politics of memory, but also produced a new style of right-
wing anti-republican agitation. Whereas the Republic had hitherto been
threatened predominantly by radical left-wing violence—above all, during
the Spartacist uprising of January 1919—Hindenburg’s visit to Berlin in
November 1919 was accompanied by the first display of organized and
subversive agitation by the anti-democratic right in the streets.

Reminiscent of October 1915, when Hindenburg’s birthday had en-
abled Reventlow to defy the state of siege with his speech at the ‘Iron
Hindenburg’, the Field Marshal’s presence provided a welcome cover
for right-wing agitators in November 1919. A state of siege banning all
political demonstrations was again in place at the time, but spontaneous
public displays of enthusiasm for the Field Marshal could not be banned
for fear of appearing ungrateful to Germany’s war hero. These public
pledges of support for Hindenburg, however, were from the outset highly
politicized, with agitation against the investigation committee, the demo-
cratic government, and the Weimar ‘system’. Increasingly, they also had
anti-Semitic overtones—blaming ‘the Jews’ for the collapse of the German
war effort—which Ludendorff stoked up in his Reichstag statement of
18 November 1919.¹⁸

When Hindenburg arrived at Zoologischer Garten station in the morning
of 12 November, nearly a week before his testimony, a Reichswehr
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guard of honour greeted him and a military band played marching songs.
The Free Corps leader Colonel Wilhelm Reinhard had organized the
reception in defiance of orders to host a low-key affair.¹⁹ The time of
Hindenburg’s arrival had not been publicized, but when his train pulled
into the station at 8 a.m., thousands of people, carrying flowers and
cheering loudly, greeted the Field Marshal, who had difficulties reaching
his car.²⁰ The presence of such a large crowd early in the morning
suggests that his right-wing hosts had either leaked his time of arrival
strategically or staged the whole affair outright. Far from constituting
quiet, patriotic worship, Hindenburg’s appearance clearly had political
connotations. Displaying the Imperial colours, members of the audience
denounced the investigation committee and its ‘Jewish inventors’ loudly.²¹
Socialist counter-demonstrators, meanwhile, interrupted the celebrations by
singing the ‘International’ and one female counter-demonstrator, shouting
noisily, condemned Hindenburg as a ‘mass slaughterer’. A fight between the
rival groups ensued, forcing the soldiers in attendance to intervene.²² Similar
scenes could be witnessed at all stages of Hindenburg’s week-long visit, and
the political climate became ever more polarized. The Reichswehr that
was in charge of upholding the state of siege was reluctant to intervene.²³

On 14 November 3,000–4,000 demonstrators, mostly from nationalist
student groups, surrounded and stopped Hindenburg’s car on the central
Charlottenburger Chaussee. They expressed their outrage at their ‘heroic’
Field Marshal having been summoned to Berlin like a ‘stupid boy’, cheered
the Kaiserreich, and condemned the investigation committee, the Novem-
ber revolution, and the ‘Jewish government’.²⁴ That night, nationalists
gatecrashed a republican event, once again amidst anti-Semitic shouts.²⁵

Earlier that day, in front of the Reichstag not far from the right-wing
student rally, German Nationalists had further rounded up large numbers
of schoolchildren and encouraged them to show their veneration for
Hindenburg. Despite the state of siege, the policemen present did not
intervene in either of these demonstrations.²⁶ The presence of children lent
anti-republican gatherings even more of an innocent aura and members
of nationalist organizations recruited them for this purpose throughout
Hindenburg’s visit. They went into local schools, personally drove their
young recruits to Helfferich’s house, where the famous visitor was staying,
while nationalist deans and teachers urged their pupils to attend the
festivities, tempting them with a day off school. Many schoolboys and girls
were only too happy to accept the offer of sanctioned truancy, and on
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the day of Hindenburg’s testimony many of them accompanied his car on
its way to the Reichstag. Vorwärts commented laconically: ‘Open public
demonstrations are banned at the moment, but those shorts and blonde
ponytails have disarmed the state of siege.’²⁷

For conservative commentators, Hindenburg’s summoning suggested
that the whole world had been turned on its head²⁸—safely ignoring the
fact that he had been summoned at Ludendorff’s insistence. The idea that
their hero was to be interrogated by representatives of a system they rejected
plainly symbolized for them the ills of the Weimar Republic. According
to the conservative Kreuz-Zeitung, rallying around him was based on the
conviction that

at this point the basic ideals differ from each other: patriotism and international
outlook, pride and shameful self-humiliation, gratitude and spitefulness,
enthusiasm for a great aim and petty party politics . . . Just as fire and water do
not merge, there should be no bridge between the moral and political views
of the revolutionary government and ours.²⁹

Furthermore, the conservative daily admitted to deploying Hindenburg’s
visit to further a more current agenda. One could not condemn people for
‘playing a trick on the state of siege’, the paper contended.

Just as countering Hindenburg’s claim of a ‘stab-in-the-back’ had been
awkward without questioning his myth, criticizing political demonstrations
camouflaged as Hindenburg-worship was a difficult task for the democrats.
They reverted to stressing that the Field Marshal belonged to the whole
German people and that no one was trying to diminish his public standing,
and warning that he should not be torn into the party strife. ‘The honouring
of Hindenburg, which is in line with the feeling of the great majority of
the people, should be welcomed’, the Berliner Tageblatt opined, ‘but if
the organizers of these demonstrations seek to abuse Hindenburg’s halo in
order to cover up their reactionary activities, we are calling for criticism and
defence.’³⁰ Using Hindenburg as a ‘pretext’ and engaging his reputation as
the ‘fire, which will bring the German nationalist soup to the boil’ would
not be tolerated.³¹

Right-wing agitation had, however, already succeeded to a considerable
degree. Not only had Hindenburg sanctioned the ‘stab-in-the-back’ alleg-
ation, but nationalist demonstrators had defied the state of siege and found
a public forum in Hindenburg celebrations to voice their anti-democratic
and anti-Semitic views. So tense had the political climate become that on
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the day of his testimony the streets leading to the Reichstag were heavily
guarded by troops and mounted police. The building itself was strongly
protected as well; barbed wire barred the entrance of the side doors, and
guards with machine guns were posted at each corner.³²

Hindenburg’s stay in Berlin marked a pivotal moment in the development
of his myth. Far from performing an integrative and stabilizing function—as
Baden’s and Ebert’s governments had expected it to do—his presence
now acted as a catalyst to the polarization and fragmentation of Weimar
politics already under way.³³ In November 1919 the streets of Berlin were a
gathering ground for monarchists and radical nationalists where, for the first
time, those who openly spoke out in favour of the Republic were subjected
to anti-Semitic abuse or beaten up. In response to these anti-republican
Hindenburg celebrations Philipp Scheidemann coined the famous phrase
‘Der Feind steht rechts’—‘The enemy is on the right’.³⁴ Whereas the spectre
of Bolshevism had haunted the Republic the previous year, Scheidemann
now warned that the threat from the right was much greater. Theodor
Wolff agreed that the radical right had remained remarkably quiet after
the revolution, but that its supporters now played ‘the lion’s awakening’,
colonizing streets and town squares—a traditional domain of the left they
had hitherto avoided. This marked a decisive change in their agitational
style and tactics, the influential journalist observed, and brought about a
dangerous fusion of anti-republican and anti-Semitic slogans.³⁵ From the
perspective of the nationalist right the events of November 1919 marked
an act of symbolic liberation of public spaces previously dominated by the
‘red mob’. This was an important chapter in the ‘nationalization of the
masses’ in Germany, a process that had begun in the nineteenth century
and would shape the aesthetics of politics in the ‘Third Reich’.³⁶

Hindenburg for President?

Given Hindenburg’s continued public veneration, calls for his nomination
as a candidate for the office of Reich President, first made public in August
1919 by the monarchist DVP, came as no surprise.³⁷ The DVP leadership
soon discussed the matter with Hindenburg, who was initially reluctant
to stand because of his age. Ernst von Richter and Gustav Stresemann,
however, were convinced that he could be persuaded if ‘broad sections of
the people called on him’.³⁸ The last Chief of Wilhelm’s Civil Cabinet,
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Friedrich von Berg, even contacted Wilhelm II in his Dutch exile to seek
the ex-Kaiser’s approval.³⁹

According to article 41 of the new Reich Constitution, which had come
into force in August 1919, the President had to be determined by popular
vote. Until these elections took place, the temporary president Friedrich
Ebert, whom the National Assembly had elected on 11 February 1919,
would continue to serve.⁴⁰ The republican government had reason to fear a
right-wing victory in late 1919 and early 1920 and was reluctant to schedule
a date, with the consequence that the opposition accused it of obstruct-
ing the democratic process in a bid for political power. Ideas to change
the constitution and put parliament in charge of choosing the President,
which the Weimar parties suggested, encountered strong resistance from
the right.⁴¹ When the DVP and DNVP proposed Hindenburg as a cross-
party candidate for the presidency on 6 March 1920 the Weimar parties
were further pushed onto the defensive. Hindenburg’s candidacy had been
engineered by the Reichsbürgerrat (Reich Citizen Council), an organiza-
tion of representatives of the right-wing parties under the chairmanship of
former Prussian Interior Minister Friedrich Wilhelm von Loebell.⁴²

The public debate following the announcement of Hindenburg’s can-
didacy offered a preview of the 1925 election campaign in some important
respects. The German Nationalist tabloid Berliner Lokalanzeiger described
Hindenburg as the embodiment of German unity, who was responding
to the people’s wishes by running for office. He considered standing his
patriotic duty, the paper claimed. Echoing German propaganda for the war
loan in 1917, which had portrayed subscribing as paying off a debt owed to
Hindenburg, in 1920, the right urged the population to express its gratitude
by voting for him.⁴³ The promoters of Hindenburg’s election thus painted
voting not as a democratic right but as the duty to one man. This theme
of indebtedness would not only be a dominant feature of the 1925 election
campaign, but also left its mark on the political battles of 1932.

The nationalist press increasingly attacked the government by arguing
that it was putting off the election for fear of Hindenburg.⁴⁴ The government
allegedly knew very well that Hindenburg would win and was boycotting
the people’s will.⁴⁵ As a result, republicans yet again found themselves
in a position of having to stress their respect and admiration for the
Field Marshal whilst explaining their opposition to holding an election.
In the moderate Socialist tabloid BZ am Mittag, Jakob Frank insisted
that Hindenburg deserved his glory, especially for staying on after the
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collapse, a service the left should not forget. They should even forgive
him for sanctioning the ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend, Frank suggested. After
endorsing the narrative of left-wing treason, however, he was no suitable
President of the Republic.⁴⁶ The Frankfurter Zeitung, in its turn, reverted
to the established rhetorical pattern of criticizing first and foremost the
men behind Hindenburg’s candidacy, who had allegedly tricked him
into running and wanted to abuse his name for their own purposes.⁴⁷
Hindenburg was deployed as a ‘mask’ for Ludendorff, the paper speculated.
Both themes, that of sinister figures luring Hindenburg into standing
under false circumstances and that of his image being used as a mask,
would re-surface in visual and narrative form in the 1925 and 1932
campaigns—illustrating the extent to which his status as a mythical figure
dominated perceptions and public discourse about him throughout the
Weimar period.

Focusing their critique, as usual, on the democratic left for allegedly
thwarting a true Socialist revolution in 1918/19 rather than on the anti-
democratic right, the Communists pointed out the democrats’ own part in
salvaging the Hindenburg myth after the war. The prospect of his candidacy
had left republicans so helpless, the Rote Fahne claimed, because they
themselves had ‘resurrected Hindenburg’s monumental status from the first
days of the revolution’. The Hindenburg legend had gained ‘superhuman
proportions’ and would ‘crash down on those who had reconstructed
it’, the Communist daily predicted.⁴⁸ Although overtly polemical in its
condemnation of the Social Democrats, the paper managed to identify the
republican dilemma accurately.

In 1920, neither right-wing hopes for a Hindenburg presidency nor the
Rote Fahne’s prophecy of republican demise were fulfilled. On 13 March,
a few days after Hindenburg’s candidacy had been put forward publicly,
reactionary forces within the army around the East Prussian rural official
Wolfgang Kapp and the Silesian General Walther von Lüttwitz (the ‘father
of the Free Corps’) embarked on the first right-wing coup attempt of
the Weimar years, the so-called Kapp-Lüttwitz coup.⁴⁹ Ludendorff had
also been involved. Right-wing outrage at alleged republican attempts
to deny Hindenburg the presidency had been one factor in convincing
reactionary forces that the time was ripe for Weimar’s violent overthrow.⁵⁰
The democratic government had to flee from Berlin, but the movement
was crushed and order restored fairly quickly. This enterprise, however,
ended right-wing hopes of a swift presidential election. Instead, Friedrich
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Ebert was to stay in office for a full seven-year term without ever seeking
the endorsement of the popular vote.⁵¹ Although Hindenburg was not
elected, the public debate about his candidacy in March 1920 once again
confirmed that his myth was a powerful political weapon, which could
silence critics and push democratic forces onto the defensive. Hindenburg
was completely aware of his role at this time and even referred to himself
as a right-wing ‘bullet’ in private.⁵² The right would clearly remember the
power of this ammunition when choosing Hindenburg as a presidential
candidate in April 1925.

Symbolic journeys

Even when Hindenburg was not visiting Berlin or contemplating running
for president, he remained a public figure and a household name. In 1921,
the industrialist Hugo Stinnes christened a ship built for him by the Bremen
Vulcan shipyard ‘Hindenburg’ and many German towns simultaneously
changed local street names in the Field Marshal’s honour.⁵³ Meanwhile,
the streets in front of his home in Hanover’s Seelhorstraße witnessed a
continuous stream of visitors hoping to catch a glimpse of their war hero.
So many people rushed to Hindenburg’s residence that the Vorwärts labelled
it a ‘new centre for pilgrimage’.⁵⁴ Hindenburg must have been used to
the crowds since his headquarters had attracted similarly large numbers of
visitors during the war, which had made him feel like a ‘great rhino that
one simply had to see’.⁵⁵ As a result of his iconic status in wartime, his image
was so familiar that many people instantly recognized him in the street.
Especially in the early years after his retirement, Hindenburg therefore
avoided walking around Hanover or left very early in the morning to avoid
people following him around.⁵⁶

The press, too, continued to cover the events of his life. Above all the
nationalist papers commemorated Hindenburg’s birthdays and invoked him
as a role model of duty and loyalty.⁵⁷ The Field Marshal also accepted the
post of honorary chairman of nationalist and veterans’ organizations such
as the Kyffhäuser League, the Stahlhelm, and the Deutsche Ostbund, and
issued public statements on matters of nationalist concern.⁵⁸

In 1920, the Leipzig-based S. Hirzel publishing house issued Hinden-
burg’s memoirs Aus meinem Leben, which gave a detailed account of
Germany’s military and political fortunes during the war. Hindenburg
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had not written the book himself, but hired Hermann Ritter Mertz von
Quirnheim, a close wartime acquaintance and head of the Reichsarchiv
in charge of writing the official German history of the war from October
1919, and the historian and DNVP politician Otto Hoetzsch as ghost
writers of the book.⁵⁹ According to the contract drawn up by the publisher
in May 1919, Hindenburg’s memoirs were modelled on Bismarck’s hugely
successful Gedanken und Erinnerungen, whose third volume had been pub-
lished in 1919, in the sense that Mertz and Hoetzsch’s names would be
mentioned neither on the cover of the book nor in the acknowledgements.
The contract suggests that Hindenburg was well aware of the mythical
precedent set by Bismarck and sought to emulate it in promoting his
own fame.

The memoir was written in the first person, giving its readers no
indication that they were not reading Hindenburg’s own words but his
ghost writers’.⁶⁰ It presented an apologetic account of wartime events
and was clearly written to cement Hindenburg’s reputation as Germany’s
greatest living hero. He strongly insisted that none of his actions had
been motivated by the quest for fame and glory, once again feeding the
idea that vanity was foreign to him and that he had done nothing to
further his glorification.⁶¹ He equally nurtured the mythical narrative by
stressing his commitment to patriotic duty, the alleged driving force behind
all his actions. Invoking the Nibelungen saga by comparing the German
army to the heroic Siegfried and the home front to the treacherous Hagen,
Hindenburg repeated the allegation of a ‘stab-in-the-back’ as the cause
of German military collapse, thus popularizing the right-wing legend still
further.⁶²

Written in a deliberately simple style, the book was a big commercial
success and went through numerous editions. In March 1920, Hindenburg
himself scaled down his friend August von Cramon’s expectations when
telling him that the book was first and foremost ‘volkstümlich’ and intended
‘to have an ethical impact’.⁶³ This honest admission and the publisher’s con-
tract with Hindenburg’s ghost writers illustrate once more that—contrary
to the version presented in his memoirs—he engaged actively in furthering
his cult and knew exactly how to go about it.

Hindenburg did not, however, have to rely solely on the written word
to keep his myth alive and help strengthen anti-democratic sentiment in the
early 1920s. Just like his stay in Berlin in November 1919, Hindenburg’s
month-long travels through East Prussia in the summer of 1922, during
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which he visited friends and his family’s estate in Neudeck, and made nu-
merous public appearances, were accompanied by political demonstrations
and street violence. He had asked his acquaintance and admirer Wilhelm
von Gayl to organize the visit lasting from 19 May until 16 June 1922.⁶⁴
Gayl was not only a member of the DNVP and East Prussian envoy to the
Reichsrat, but also the leader of the Staatsbürgerliche Arbeitsgemeinschaft
and the Ostpreußischer Heimatbund, two anti-republican organizations
intent on protecting East Prussia’s German identity after the province had
been separated from the Reich by the Polish corridor.⁶⁵ The prospect of
Hindenburg’s visit delighted Gayl, because it would pay a great service to
the ‘national idea’.⁶⁶

Both the Arbeitsgemeinschaft and the Heimatbund functioned as official
hosts of public events during Hindenburg’s visit, alarming local democratic
politicians. Before the Field Marshal even arrived the head of the Rosenberg
administration, Ferdinand Friedensburg (DDP), who would go on to
become Berlin’s Chief of Police, had written to both Hindenburg and Gayl
to express his concern. He suggested that the local administrations should
organize the visit instead.⁶⁷ Many East Prussian democrats perceived the
Heimatbund as a threat, Friedensburg explained, and had the impression
that ‘the Volkstümlichkeit of the great figure of the Field Marshal was
to be exploited’ to further the organization’s political aims. Friedensburg
was by no means generally opposed to extracting political gain from the
Hindenburg myth—again hinting at its appeal among republicans—but
warned that one party monopolizing his image would ultimately sap its
power:

The time may come when we will need the tremendous capital inherent
in the German people’s stance towards Hindenburg to unite the people’s
community; that makes it all the more important not to waste this capital too
early on petty aims.⁶⁸

In response to such concerns, both Gayl and Elard von Oldenburg-
Januschau, another of Hindenburg’s old acquaintances and a DNVP
Reichstag delegate involved in organizing the visit, repeatedly stressed
the private nature of the enterprise and refused to change the schedule.⁶⁹
Count Dohna-Finckenstein, whom Friedensburg had also informed of
his unease, was more straightforward when admitting that the nation-
alist parties had a comparative advantage for once and would not back
down.⁷⁰ Both Friedensburg and members of the local SPD warned Gayl
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and Hindenburg in advance that the visit would create political tensions,
that counter-demonstrations could not be avoided, and urged Hindenburg
not to let his name be abused for the right-wing cause.⁷¹ Once Hindenburg
had arrived it quickly became clear that his visit was a ‘German Nationalist
propaganda trip’. The Wirth government reacted by banning members
of the Reichswehr from attending the celebrations, because these were
political acts.⁷² Only military parades honouring the Field Marshal behind
closed doors and without an audience were considered legal.⁷³

The government’s orders did not succeed in defusing political tensions;
the conflicts intensified throughout Hindenburg’s visit. When he arrived
in Königsberg on 11 June violent clashes between the Reichswehr and
left-wing demonstrators occurred. A church service had taken place, which
Hindenburg attended, followed by an honorary Reichswehr parade behind
closed doors. Communist counter-demonstrators, egged on by the Rote
Fahne, tried to interrupt the enclosed celebrations with shouts and loud
singing of the ‘International’.⁷⁴ When the uniformed soldiers left the parade
they poured into the central streets of Königsberg in close proximity to the
official Hindenburg festivities of the Staatsbürgerliche Arbeitsgemeinschaft.
Their presence in the vicinity of the nationalist celebrations made it seem
as though the soldiers were defying orders and taking part in political
demonstrations; and some soldiers probably did. As a result, the left-wing
counter-demonstrators protested loudly and began to throw stones at some
of the soldiers. During the ensuing fight the officers and soldiers also fired
shots. Several demonstrators and onlookers were injured by gunfire or stab
wounds, including women and children.⁷⁵

Whilst such violent responses to Hindenburg’s presence and the right-
wing organizations’ monopolization of his visit illustrate clearly that the
Field Marshal’s appearances had become dangerously divisive, East Prussian
nationalists welcomed the sentiment the visit had stirred. For them, the
‘Hindenburg Days’ were an altogether uplifting affair: great public enthu-
siasm accompanied every public appearance of the Field Marshal, and the
local population was renewing its pledge of gratitude to Hindenburg who
had ‘saved’ East Prussia in 1914. His car was stopped wherever he went,
and whereas the Imperial colours dominated such scenes, the republican
colours of black, red, and gold were mostly invisible. Hence, Hindenburg’s
visit strengthened the right-wing cause and refreshed the memory of the
events of August 1914, which were to be emulated in the struggle for the
preservation of the Germanic character of East Prussia.⁷⁶
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Crucially, Hindenburg’s visit came at a time of intense public debates
about rapprochement with Russia as laid out in the Treaty of Rapallo.
Moreover, it coincided with the wave of political murders committed by
members of the Free Corps, which plagued Germany in Weimar’s early
years.⁷⁷ In the summer of 1921, the USPD leader Karl Gareis and the Centre
Party’s Matthias Erzberger were shot. On 4 June 1922, whilst Hindenburg
was travelling around East Prussia, an assassination attempt was made on
the SPD’s Philipp Scheidemann, then mayor of Kassel. And less than two
weeks after the Field Marshal had left the province, on 24 June 1922,
members of the right-wing terrorist group Organization Consul killed their
most high-profile victim: Germany’s Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau.
The Social Democratic Königsberger Volkszeitung posited the existence of a
link between the murder of Germany’s leading diplomat and Hindenburg’s
visit to East Prussia. ‘The inflammatory propaganda of the right-wing
parties—to which the Hindenburg razzmatazz belonged—has again led to
blood sacrifice’, the paper observed.⁷⁸

Whereas it would almost certainly go too far to suggest that Rathenau’s
murderers or Scheidemann’s would-be killers were inspired by the events
in East Prussia, Hindenburg’s visit no doubt contributed to the ampli-
fication of political tensions and sparked violent clashes between left and
right.⁷⁹ Before his arrival, various republican politicians as well as the
Foreign Office had warned him repeatedly that exactly this would occur
and begged him not to lend his name to the radical right-wing cause.
Nonetheless, Hindenburg refused to change his plans or to postpone his
trip. With hindsight, Carl Severing, the Social Democratic Prussian Interior
Minister at the time, observed that although not connected directly, the
timing of the assassinations had nevertheless validated with horrible clarity
republican assessments of the political situation, to which Hindenburg had
been privy several weeks before. Someone with political understanding and
foresight, Severing argued, would have done without the help of revanchist
politicians.⁸⁰ Ferdinand Friedensburg, who had also advised Hindenburg
to alter the itinerary of his visit, obviously drew different—and more
cynical—conclusions about the Field Marshal’s understanding of politics.
He warned that one should under no circumstances overestimate his char-
acter—or underestimate his intelligence, suggesting that he was convinced
that Hindenburg was more than aware of the effects his visit might have.⁸¹

In the summer of 1922 Hindenburg, in fact, did not opt for ‘dignified
silence’⁸² but knowingly chose to ignore well-informed republican warnings
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and to go ahead with his controversial visit. He thus prioritized furthering his
nationalist acquaintances’ cause over easing political tensions. Nor would he
put pressure on his nationalist hosts in the future to avoid politically polariz-
ing moves.⁸³ Merely two months after the events in East Prussia, en route to
his annual summer hunt in the Bavarian town of Dietramszell, Hindenburg
visited the nationalist politician Gustav von Kahr in Munich, an advocate
of Bavarian separatism. At this time the Bavarian capital was an ‘Eldorado
for extreme right organizations and leading personalities of right-wing
radicalism’.⁸⁴ The divisive side-effects of Hindenburg’s public appearances
were visible once more.⁸⁵ The government envoy reported back to Berlin:

The streets were so packed that one could hardly get through; there were
blue and white [the Bavarian flag] and black, white, and red flags everywhere,
Social Democrats and Jews were insulted and sometimes even beaten up.
The Field Marshal himself behaved rather quietly. But he was steered by
Kahr . . . and Ludendorff, who both used the occasion to further their own
popularity by bathing in Hindenburg’s glory.⁸⁶

Even if stressing that such visits were private affairs, Hindenburg’s presence
always had political connotations. Anti-democratic politicians used it suc-
cessfully to promote their anti-republican cause and often clashed violently
with their left-wing counterparts. Although broad sections of German
society subscribed to the Hindenburg myth after the war, Hindenburg’s
willingness to act as a vehicle of right-wing agitation after 1919 meant that
he no longer played a predominantly stabilizing or unifying role.

Commemorating Tannenberg

Although the Battle of Tannenberg had largely served an integrative
function in 1914, commemorations of the battle in the Weimar years also
became increasingly politically divisive. In 1919, Wilhelm von Gayl and
the Social Democratic Oberpräsident August Winnig jointly promoted the
commemorations in Hohenstein. A year later, Southern East Prussians and
West Prussians would vote in a plebiscite on the future of Masuria and
the north-eastern parts of Western Prussia as either Polish or German. In
the run-up to the vote German politicians across party lines promoted
pro-German festivities.⁸⁷ Reminding local Germans of the Slavonic threat
of August 1914 was obviously a tool Social Democrats were happy to use as
well.⁸⁸ Nationalist organizations also staged commemorations in the Berlin
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sports stadium, in Königsberg, and in Potsdam. Both in 1919 and 1920
these passed relatively quietly.⁸⁹

Once the joint goal of securing the provinces’ allegiance to the Reich had
been realized (on 11 July 1920 the local population had overwhelmingly
voted to remain German⁹⁰) the memory of Tannenberg became ever
more caught up in the nationalist struggle against the ‘war guilt lie’ and
the ‘shameful peace’ of Versailles—predominantly right-wing agendas.⁹¹
In 1921, violence accompanied the commemorations in various towns.
In Insterburg fights broke out during Socialist counter-demonstrations
and in Potsdam two workers were killed during a violent confrontation
with German Nationalist youth groups.⁹² The atmosphere during the
commemoration in Königsberg was equally tense. Gayl’s Staatsbürgerliche
Vereinigung hosted the celebrations and Erich Ludendorff’s attendance
provoked Socialist counter-demonstrations and street violence.⁹³

Naturally, the tenth anniversary of the battle in August 1924 witnessed
the largest commemorative festivities to that day. A committee for the
construction of a central Tannenberg Memorial had already been set up in
1919, and 31 August 1924 had been chosen as the date for the laying of
the foundation stone.⁹⁴ At this point, no central memorial commemorating
the First World War existed in Germany.⁹⁵ Building the vast Tannenberg
Memorial—an enormous structure modelled on Stonehenge and the
Italian Castel del Monte⁹⁶—was therefore highly symbolic and entailed
the possibility that the right would succeed in monopolizing German war
memory. Because the construction was to be financed entirely from private
donations the Berlin government had little say in its design.⁹⁷

Hindenburg’s presence on the battlefield near Hohenstein on 31 August
was a foregone conclusion. Up to 50,000 people attended the celebrations
surrounding his laying of the foundation stone—for the most part members
of nationalist organizations.⁹⁸ His presence had helped to publicize the event
enormously. The Field Marshal himself once again stayed in East Prussia for
a whole month and Gayl organized the visit a second time.⁹⁹ Right-wing
organizations, including the Stahlhelm and the Staatsbürgerliche Vereini-
gung, staged commemorative events in Königsberg throughout the week
before the official ceremony and Hindenburg attended most of them.¹⁰⁰

The celebrations in the town hall of Königsberg in late August were as
much a commemoration of Tannenberg as a celebration of Hindenburg, the
honorary guest. Their content illustrated that the memory of the battle was
clearly bound up with a more current political agenda. The speech given
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by Friedrich von Berg, the head of the Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft, the
organization of Germany’s toppled aristocracy, highlighted the extent to
which the memory of Tannenberg was bound up with nationalist attempts
to revise the Treaty of Versailles:

One looks over to our German brothers in Memel, Soldau, Western Prussia
and Posen—there might be borders now, but German hearts cannot be
separated. And one looks to the west where a wound stings: the enemy on
our soil . . . The memory of the events 10 years ago should strengthen us and
give us hope . . . Free us, God!¹⁰¹

Similarly, an event staged by nationalist students’ organizations two days
later was characterized by the familiar combination of commemorative
practice, Hindenburg-worship, and political rally. The speeches given in the
presence of the mythical Field Marshal highlighted the interconnectedness
of the narratives surrounding German innocence at the outbreak of war,
the spirit of 1914, and the ‘stab-in-the-back’. As Wilhelm von Gayl opined:

In August 1914 we were a people who rose to the protection of hearth and
home, unified and with a pure heart; a people who will never understand
why the world thinks it has earned the right to blame us for the outbreak
of war when all we wanted was to protect our borders against onslaught,
bloodshed and hardship.¹⁰²

Germany had only lost because ‘the German had beaten the German’,
according to Hindenburg’s host. Now the people faced another ‘Tannen-
berg of gigantic proportions’ to be fought against the enemy within. The
nationalist papers, too, hailed the commemoration of Tannenberg as a
‘guide to a better future’, and, in a bid to national resurgence, as a re-
minder that ‘even a small group of heroes could achieve their aims against
an overwhelming foreign power’.¹⁰³ Equally, when Hindenburg delivered
the first hammer blow to the memorial’s foundation stone at the central
commemorative site on 31 August, he invoked the battle as ‘an example for
coming generations’.¹⁰⁴ It was no co-incidence that as President he would
choose the opening of the memorial in September 1927 as the launch-pad
for his public fight against the ‘war guilt lie’.

∗ ∗ ∗

Salvaging the Hindenburg myth after the revolution turned out to be
a heavy burden for the young Republic in its crisis years. Especially the
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interconnectedness of the Hindenburg narrative with the ‘stab-in-the-back’
meant that the extreme right increasingly defined his myth. As early as
November 1919, anti-republicans discovered Hindenburg-worship as a
vital resource of anti-republican agitation. The events in Berlin guaranteed
the national breakthrough of the ‘stab-in-the-back’ and proved to be
pivotal in the nationalization of Germany’s masses—the Republic was now
increasingly under siege. The announcement of his presidential candidacy
in 1920, the events during his visits to East Prussia and Munich in 1922,
and the Tannenberg festivities of 1924 consolidated this political pattern.
The pro-republican parties that had benefited from the Field Marshal’s
integrative role in 1918/19, and had also subscribed to many narrative
strands of his myth, found themselves faced with the impossible task of
defying attacks on democracy dressed up as innocent hero-worship of
Hindenburg. This dilemma left them increasingly defenceless, especially
since many of them, such as Ferdinand Friedensburg, did not reject
deploying the Hindenburg myth for political purposes outright, but were
simply opposed to its anti-republican utilization.

The early years of Weimar saw a regrouping and intensified mobilization
of the militant right. These were the days of political murders, waxing
inflation, increasing party political polarization, coup attempts of both left
and right—the Kapp-Lüttwitz Putsch and Hitler’s ‘Beerhall Coup’ on the
right and the uprisings in Thuringia and Saxony on the left—and separatist
movements. In this political context the Hindenburg myth was a factor in
shifting the political climate considerably to the right and in intensifying the
polarization of German politics. Despite repeated warnings, Hindenburg
did nothing to avert this course. On the contrary, he consciously spread
anti-republican ideas not only in his statements and speeches, but also in
his populist memoirs published in 1920.

Although Hindenburg’s presence in the media had naturally diminished
since his time of active service, he remained a very public figure after 1919.
In 1925, therefore, his myth did not have to be revived. It had been firmly
established as a vital component and political weapon in the right-wing
struggle against the Weimar ‘system’ and the Treaty of Versailles. The
announcement of his candidacy for the presidency in April 1925 was thus
the logical outcome of a right-wing strategy rehearsed since 1919.



4
Electing ‘the Saviour’

A lthough Friedrich Ebert’s term would have come to its natural end
on 30 June 1925, the German public was almost unprepared for an

electoral battle when Weimar’s first President died suddenly on 28 February
1925.¹ Ebert had served nearly a full seven-year stint in office without ever
seeking the endorsement of the popular vote. Yet, by 1925 only scant
preparations had been made for choosing his successor. The Weimar
constitution granted the President far-reaching constitutional powers such
as dissolving the Reichstag, the appointment of the government (Article
53), as well as the Supreme Command of the Armed Forces (Article
47). Most importantly, Article 48 gave the office-holder the authority to
circumvent parliament and govern by emergency decree, thus effectively
preserving some of the authoritarianism of the Bismarckian Empire in a
republican framework.²

The parties of the right regarded the presidency as key to the eventual
foundation of a more authoritarian system of government. After the
two failed right-wing coup d’état attempts of 1920 and 1923 and the
de-radicalization of the electorate evident in the national elections of
December 1924, the right had committed itself to the quasi-legal course of
altering the political system from within rather than by means of a violent
overthrow. The presidency was a crucial component of this new strategy.³

Just as in 1920, when Hindenburg’s candidacy had first been announced,
the Reichsbürgerrat, now chaired by the former Prussian Interior Minister
Friedrich Wilhelm von Loebell, sought to find a suitable supra-party can-
didate who would capture the presidency for the conservative bourgeoisie.⁴
Discussions for a joint nomination of all the bourgeois parties of the right
represented in the so-called Reichsblock began on 5 March. The ini-
tial consideration of Defence Minister Otto Gessler, who would also be
acceptable to the liberals of the DDP, was dropped after Stresemann’s
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intervention. The Foreign Minister was anxious about the impact the
election of a military figure would have on the Allies—especially the
French—at a crucial time before the negotiations about the Treaty of
Locarno had been concluded.⁵

Eventually, the DNVP, DVP, and the co-ordinating council of the
‘Patriotic Organizations’ (Vereinigte Vaterländische Verbände) agreed on
putting forward the DVP’s Karl Jarres, lord mayor of Duisburg. Hinden-
burg, whose name had also been mentioned by German National politicians
from Hanover, gave his public backing to boost Jarres’s candidacy.⁶ Jarres,
however, was unlikely to be endorsed by the Catholic Centre and the
agrarian Catholic Bavarian People’s Party (BVP), which deemed him both
anticlerical and too closely tied to heavy industry.⁷ Jarres therefore had little
chance of achieving the absolute majority necessary for election on the first
ballot on 29 March.

The Weimar parties failed to agree on a common candidate in the first
round. The SPD nominated Prussian Minister President Otto Braun and
the Centre put forward the former Chancellor Wilhelm Marx. The DDP
ran its own candidate, Willy Hellpach, as did the BVP with Heinrich Held.
The Communists proposed their party leader, Ernst Thälmann. On the
extreme right, Erich Ludendorff ran as the Nazi Party’s nominee.

With 38.8% of the popular vote, Jarres came first on 29 March 1925,
but failed to obtain the absolute majority on which victory depended.
Furthermore, the three Weimar parties had together gained 49.2% of the
vote, compared to 43.7% for all the parties to their right.⁸ A Jarres victory
in the second round, in which a relative majority sufficed for victory, thus
seemed highly unlikely.

In early April, the Weimar parties’ decision to propose Wilhelm Marx as
their joint candidate for the second round of voting exerted strong pressure
on the Reichsblock to find a viable candidate in their own ranks. Due to
Jarres’s limited prospects, the right-wing parties now began to search for
a candidate who was, above all, electable. Turning towards Hindenburg
in this situation was consistent with the nationalist right’s reliance on his
popular appeal in previous years. The Field Marshal had already been a
natural candidate in 1920 and had agreed to stand at the time. Furthermore,
his public appearances since 1919 had firmly established him as a galvanizing
figure for the anti-republican course. Initially, however, Hindenburg, was
hesitant. In a letter to his friend August von Cramon written two days
before the first ballot, he stressed that he was ‘boundlessly displeased’ at
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the prospect of taking over the presidency. Filling a post that he still
insisted belonged to ‘my Kaiser’ went against his core beliefs. ‘Furthermore
I would only reluctantly want to live under a roof decorated with the
black, red, and gold flag’, Hindenburg explained and emphasized that, at
the age of 77, he was not sure whether he would even survive a whole
term. He therefore considered himself ‘summa summarum . . . unsuitable’
for the position. Whilst insisting that he did not intend to run, Hindenburg
nevertheless concluded his letter with what read like a list of prerequisites
for changing his mind:

Under all these circumstances I could not even easily accept the post if all
reasonable people saw . . . [my candidacy] as the only way of salvaging the
Fatherland, furthermore if his Majesty agreed, if the Entente definitely were
not to cause problems for the Fatherland, and if I could be guaranteed not to
be generally embarrassed by failure in the elections.⁹

Granting him a peaceful death in Hanover was to be the expression of
Germany’s gratitude for Tannenberg and the ‘martyrdom of 9 November
1918’. The letter was read out in a meeting of the VVV so that Hinden-
burg’s personal reservations and implicit demands were known among
the Reichsblock leadership.¹⁰ Hindenburg continued to have qualms—not
least because he feared for his mythical standing in the event of defeat—after
the first ballot had shown that a Jarres victory on 26 April was improbable.
As he explained in another confidential letter to Cramon:

Regarding my presidency I think it is still too early at this time. We are not
ready yet, the result will be that my name will be dragged through the dirt
by the enemy press and that the German people will therefore lose the trust
in their last pillar.¹¹

Fully aware of the function of his myth, Hindenburg was hesitant to
put his reputation on the line and risk public embarrassment. Equally,
when the DNVP’s Walter von Keudell and Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz
arrived at Hindenburg’s home in Hanover on 7 April to persuade him
to run, his son Oskar informed them that his father would reject the
nomination, because he was worried about losing his fame and credentials
as Field Marshal.¹² When the two men assured Hindenburg that Jarres
was ready to retract his candidacy if he ran and confirmed that a broad
coalition of right-wing parties would back his nomination, however, he
laid his reservations to rest. Hindenburg’s nomination was announced the
next day.¹³
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The support for Hindenburg’s candidacy had not been unanimous
within the Reichsblock.¹⁴ Although the DVP had been the chief promoter
of Hindenburg’s nomination in 1919/20, with party leader Stresemann
as Foreign Minister, it now feared international repercussions—the with-
drawal of foreign loans and renewed German isolation—if a military figure
were elected.¹⁵ Not everyone within the DNVP was thrilled by the pro-
spect of Hindenburg’s election either. Even a staunch Hindenburg devotee
like Gayl feared that the nomination was an irrational choice. Those who
had backed Hindenburg in the Loebell committee had done so for purely
‘emotive reasons’, he observed.¹⁶ Franz Seldte, the leader of the right-wing
veterans’ organization Stahlhelm, largely agreed with Gayl’s assessment and
pushed for a second Jarres ticket. In a confidential circular to all local
Stahlhelm leaders, he argued that the nomination of the Field Marshal
distorted the purpose of the election. All nationalist veterans were drawn
to Hindenburg’s name, he explained, but a simple right-wing victory was
not the only concern:

There is no doubt that millions of voters voting for Hindenburg on 26 April
will immediately return to their traditional party and interest affiliations after
the election. The election result will not be a verdict on the strength of
the national movement, but will only be a sign of how broad and great
Hindenburg’s veneration is amongst the largest sections of society.¹⁷

If the elections were to turn into a demonstration of nationalist strength,
the right-wing parties would have to be able to push through any candidate,
Seldte maintained.

As we can see, Hindenburg’s mythical status was a key factor in
the Reichsblock’s discussions and calculations. Whilst Seldte and others
feared that it threatened to eclipse the right-wing cause, it provided the
right with one clear advantage: Hindenburg’s appeal would broaden the
Reichsblock’s base considerably. In addition to the parties backing Jarres
in the first round, the BVP, the Economic Party (WP), and the Nazis
rallied behind Hindenburg’s candidacy on the second ballot. Moreover,
his allure promised to mobilize traditional non-voters and possibly even
support from republicans. The prospect of actually capturing the presidency
persuaded the Reichsblock to gloss over its internal differences and put on
a united front. Seldte urged all recipients of his circular to keep it secret and
to project an image of national bourgeois unity in public.¹⁸ Stresemann,
in his turn, published an article in the daily Die Zeit, emphasizing his



88 electing ‘the saviour’

personal endorsement of Hindenburg. According to the Foreign Minister
the DVP supported him without reservations and expected the parties of the
right to tone down their political differences.¹⁹ Hindenburg’s nomination
thus represented a considerable change in right-wing tactics. Rather than
capturing the presidency for its political power, the focus had now shifted
to winning the symbolic post come what may.²⁰

Campaigning for Hindenburg

In the weeks leading up to polling day on 26 April, Germany witnessed
a fierce, modern, and strongly personalized election campaign of unpre-
cedented proportions. The campaign first and foremost unfolded in the
national and local press, which reported little else, as well as in the streets
of the big urban centres, most notably Berlin, where supporters of both
political camps took to the streets.

Along with the general strategic shift of the Reichsblock, many of the
themes of previous Reichstag election contests, such as the question of
‘monarchy versus republic’, were toned down. Instead, the campaign slo-
gans were tailor-made for Hindenburg. The DNVP’s Otto von Feldmann,
four other members of the parties represented in the Reichsblock, and Otto
Kriegk of the journal Deutschen-Spiegel, took up headquarters in Hanover
and oversaw the national campaign from there.²¹ Addressing Hindenburg’s
fears of being ‘dragged through the dirt by the enemy press’ they ran a
defensive campaign that focused on protecting the Field Marshal against
potential republican attacks.²²

The Reichsblock’s emphasis was on bourgeois unity. Whilst local party
officials played only a minor role in the campaign itself the Reichsblock
leadership was anxious to give the impression that municipal notables
and chairmen of recreational clubs presided over proceedings.²³ Hence
members of choirs, athletic clubs, youth groups, nationalist societies, and
women’s organizations often staffed pro-Hindenburg rallies.²⁴ By pushing
such ostentatiously apolitical societies into the fore, the Reichsblock sug-
gested that a broad and cohesive community of Germans reminiscent of
the spirit of unity that had allegedly accompanied the outbreak of war
in 1914 carried Hindenburg’s candidacy. His cross-party nomination was
presented as an antithesis to Weimar’s parliamentary bickering and social
discord. Carefully suppressing the political bargaining that had preceded
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his nomination, the right portrayed Hindenburg as a symbol of national
unity towering above the party strife, a ‘man who leans neither left nor
right, not towards the monarchy and not towards the Republic, but only
knows his duty to serve the state and the people’.²⁵ In emphasizing the
theme of national unity the right-wing campaign could build upon the
Hindenburg myth. The motifs of loyalty, duty, and sacrifice that also lay
at the myth’s core featured equally prominently. As in 1920, casting a
vote for Hindenburg did not appear as exercising a democratic right, but
as settling a debt, as the fulfilment of duty and the expression of loyalty
to one man.²⁶ In the words of Düsseldorfer Nachrichten, because the ‘old
Field Marshal is sacrificing the serenity of old age for the German people,
the German people will know how to thank him’.²⁷ Hindenburg himself
fed this rhetoric in his private letters when stressing that he ran out of
a ‘sense of duty’ and described his candidacy as ‘the greatest sacrifice of
his life’.²⁸

Nationalist election material equally hailed Hindenburg as the anti-
thesis of the political system of Weimar Germany with all its perceived
shortcomings. His election would bring about ‘the Tannenberg of the
German spirit’; he would set an educational example for young Ger-
mans to overcome the religious, political, and social fragmentation of
the people.²⁹ Not voting for the ‘national hero’ would be ‘unpatri-
otic’ and a ‘miserable act’ resulting in the self-inflicted exclusion from
the Volksgemeinschaft, the people’s community.³⁰ Reichsblock headquar-
ters in Berlin and Hanover issued direct appeals to the various groups
of ‘patriotically minded’ (‘vaterländisch gesinnte’) Germans and dissem-
inated these throughout the country via the major papers of the right.³¹
Agrarians, Catholics, nationalist workers, and habitual non-voters were
targeted directly. Brochures entitled ‘Why Hindenburg’ listed recurrent
themes of republican criticism against his candidacy, such as his age, his
monarchist and militarist convictions, and his political inexperience, along
with guidelines on how to counter these.³² Concerns about Hindenburg’s
age were dispersed by invoking the memory of other ‘great’ histor-
ical personalities, who had made an impact in the late stages of their
lives—Michelangelo, Wilhelm I, Marshal Blücher, Marshal MacMahon,
and Goethe.³³ Meanwhile, the women’s supplements of nationalist pa-
pers wooed female voters with articles on Hindenburg’s social record and
with poems such as ‘What a man’, stressing his masculinity and fatherly
attributes.³⁴



90 electing ‘the saviour’

In spite of the campaign’s rhetoric of national unity, the events unfolding
in the streets of German cities prior to 26 April presented a different picture.
Although conditions had calmed since the high tide of political violence in
Weimar’s early years, the street was still a contested space. The Reichsblock
hosted numerous street rallies, and many squares in small towns and urban
centres—traditionally a domain of the left—were taken over by nationalist
Germans.³⁵ Supporters of all camps showed their political allegiance by
displaying the Imperial, the republican or the communist colours in the
windows of their houses and on their balconies. This ‘war of the flags’
let emotions run high, especially in urban areas, where the rival camps
campaigned from the back of decorated election lorries driven through the
streets.³⁶

On election Sunday itself, Hindenburg’s supporters and their adversaries
clashed violently in many German towns. In Dortmund a right-wing
supporter was shot dead and numerous people were injured in a gun battle
between members of the republican veterans’ organization Reichsbanner
and their Communist rivals. In Erfurt another republican veteran was
stabbed, and in Karlsruhe two people died from injuries sustained in street
fights. Similar scenes occurred in Hamburg and Mannheim.³⁷

While his supporters battled it out in the country’s streets and the cam-
paign unfolded in German newspapers, Hindenburg remained in Hanover.
He had rejected the Reichsblock’s idea of appearing at rallies in Munich and
Berlin with the characteristic reply, ‘I do not talk and I do not travel.’³⁸ As
opposed to the Volksblock’s Wilhelm Marx, who toured the country and
spoke to mass audiences on several occasions, the Hindenburg campaign
did not rely on such tactics—the Field Marshal needed no introduction.³⁹
He merely appeared twice during the campaign and both times in front
of selected audiences in Hanover. He gave a speech in the town hall on
19 April and an interview to foreign journalists intended to bolster his
reputation abroad.⁴⁰

Instead of facing his potential voters in person by hitting the campaign
trail, Hindenburg communicated with the electorate by other means—and
on a truly mass scale. At 8 p.m. on 24 April 1925—less than two full
days before polls opened—he made German broadcasting history.⁴¹ Radio
had been introduced two years earlier, but the speech he gave during
the so-called Reichssendung that day was the first programme broadcast
throughout Germany by hooking up various stations.⁴² At this stage
roughly one million Germans owned a radio and because several family
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members usually shared a transmitter Hindenburg’s speech reached millions
of people—a much greater audience than he could have ever reached at
mass rallies.⁴³

Nevertheless, the Reichsblock did not just rely on the written word
and propaganda on the airwaves to promote its candidate; visual campaign
aids perhaps played an even more important role. On cloudy nights, a
large electric torchlight projected Hindenburg’s name into Berlin’s sky.⁴⁴
Furthermore, the Kaiserreich’s ‘glorious’ past was evoked in various media
to foster attachment to a man who was promoted as the embodiment of
the idea of the Reich and the ‘good old days’.⁴⁵ A non-fictional film on the
commemoration of Tannenberg the previous year was screened at several
Reichsblock rallies, at cinemas, and on public squares across the country.⁴⁶
Ufa, Germany’s biggest film company, showed several films invoking the
virtues of recent German history in its film theatres in the run-up to
26 April—among them the highly successful Fridericus films.⁴⁷

Moreover, in the vein of the war loan campaign of autumn 1917, when
the Field Marshal’s picture had covered most German advertising columns
and garden fences, the entire country was flooded with Hindenburg’s
image. In Berlin, Reichsblock activists drove an open lorry through the
streets of Berlin carrying a gigantic plaster sculpture of Hindenburg’s iconic
head.⁴⁸ They further distributed to German schools small flags in the
Imperial colours adorned with Hindenburg’s picture.⁴⁹ Equally, the major
election campaign posters featured images of Hindenburg’s head and a
short slogan, and so resembled the war loan posters of 1917. The most
famous poster of 1925, which decorated many of the Reichsblock’s election
vehicles, showed a drawing of the Field Marshal’s face looking back at the
observer with an adamant expression.

Its artistic style lent it the impression of being carved in stone and thus
invoked the Field Marshal as a living memorial. It also played on the
theme of Hindenburg as a ‘rock’, once more likening the Field Marshal
to matter that resisted the ravages of time. Next to his iconic head on
the poster’s white background a caption in handwritten Sütterlin read ‘The
Saviour’. Hindenburg’s name appeared nowhere on the poster—seven
years after the armistice, at a time when wartime memorabilia could
still be found in many households, this simple poster was sufficient
to communicate the Reichsblock’s message: ‘hope and trust would re-
turn after many years of bitter disappointment, and . . . the people’s hero
would save the Fatherland for the second time’.⁵⁰ So omnipresent was
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the poster that the left-wing weekly Die Weltbühne would blame it for
the political seduction of what it poignantly termed the ‘Hindenbur-
geoisie’:

For weeks on end the reactionary saviour’s face lured victims on every street
corner. For weeks on end there was the saccharin-sweet sentimentality of the
Hindenburgeoisie, which is at home in all classes and races of an immature
people.⁵¹

Campaigning against Hindenburg

The republican parties’ approach to Hindenburg’s candidacy in 1925 was
precarious. The democratic left had already been quite helpless in the
face of political agitation associated with Hindenburg’s name in previous
years. Until 1925 this agitation had at least been disguised as inconspicuous
hero-worship. Now, however, Hindenburg was openly running for the
opposite political camp. Faced with the prospect of running against a
man whom countless republicans had also admired for his leadership
during the war and its aftermath, the republican Volksblock opted for
a two-tier approach: speaking out against Hindenburg’s candidacy while
simultaneously stressing republican admiration for him. The left’s adoption
of this ambiguous strategy clearly points to Hindenburg’s popular base in
1925. Especially liberal bourgeois commentators close to the DDP and
Catholic campaigners of the Centre Party went to great lengths to stress
their respect for the Field Marshal and often targeted the ‘men behind
Hindenburg’s candidacy’ with the more severe criticism.⁵² A leader by
Theodor Wolff published on Easter Sunday exemplified this kind of liberal
manoeuvring:

We do not blame old Hindenburg . . . The great majority of the German
people will reject moving Hindenburg from his withdrawn life to the highest
office . . . and they will reject it precisely because they respect his personality
and his white hair . . . We do not blame the old man. He does not and
cannot see that his candidacy plays into the hands of Germany’s worst
enemies.⁵³

In a similar vein the Catholic Germania ran a front-page article under
the headline ‘Poor Hindenburg’, which mourned the fact that the Field
Marshal’s retirement had been disturbed, again focusing its analysis on
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the sinister forces behind his nomination.⁵⁴ Vorwärts’s first response to the
announcement of Hindenburg’s nomination was almost equally confused.
Hindenburg did not know what was going on around him, the paper insisted
on 9 April, and consequently ‘our fight is not against him. It is against
the irresponsible schemers and demagogues [behind his candidacy].’⁵⁵ The
paper further zoomed in on the right-wing ‘schemers’ in a cartoon named
‘The people’s maltreated hero’, which depicted a dozing Hindenburg in
his home in Hanover. After initially declining to run for president he is
shaken and then beaten up by Tirpitz and others and finally coerced into
compliance.⁵⁶

A Volksblock campaign poster equally illustrated the idea that Hinden-
burg’s reputation was being used as a masquerade by dangerous political
string-pullers, a motif already championed in 1920. It pictured several
men—a Nazi, an aristocrat, a Bavarian reactionary with a tuft of hair from
a chamois, and a soldier wearing a Pickelhaube—armed with pistols and
daggers carrying a giant Hindenburg mask in front of them as a shield.⁵⁷
Given that Hindenburg had already agreed to run in 1920 and had issued
a detailed set of demands prior to accepting his nomination in 1925, such
republican commentary was, of course, far from accurate. Nevertheless,
such interpretations of the genesis of Hindenburg’s candidacy proved to
be surprisingly long-lived and offered a way out of attacking the venerated
Field Marshal more openly.

Even Hindenburg’s republican competitor Wilhelm Marx felt the need
to highlight his admiration for the Field Marshal in many of his campaign
speeches and invoked Hindenburg’s ‘unforgettable military victories’ on
a campaign trip to East Prussia.⁵⁸ DDP leaflets similarly appropriated the
rhetoric of indebtedness and gratitude of the pro-Hindenburg campaign.
One read ‘For the Fatherland’s sake and for Hindenburg’s sake vote
Marx’.⁵⁹ Another one used a quotation from the Field Marshal: ‘ ‘‘Those
few years I have left to live after the war I want to spend quietly’’,
said Hindenburg. Grant him his wish—vote Marx.’⁶⁰ Liberal democratic
campaigners obviously feared that their own followers were responsive to
the Reichsblock’s appeals to people’s emotional bond with Hindenburg
and therefore attempted to turn such notions of gratitude upside down.
According to the DDP true Hindenburg devotees knew what was best for
their hero and voted for Marx.⁶¹ The Rote Fahne mocked these tactics by
suggesting that the motto of the republican campaign might as well be ‘He
who loves Hindenburg, votes for Marx.’⁶² The Communists themselves
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labelled Hindenburg a ‘mass slaughterer’ and ridiculed him as the ‘General of
Defeat’.⁶³ Communist attacks on Wilhelm Marx, the ‘agent of Capitalism’,
however, were equally fierce. Both candidates appeared as two sides of the
same coin in Communist rhetoric.⁶⁴

Driven by the fear of alienating a substantial part of their own electorate,
the parties of the republican left, on the whole, tried to depict the
dangerous consequences of a Hindenburg victory while endorsing much
of the Hindenburg myth. While the majority of commentators would
not recognize the downside of this strategy until after the right had
succeeded, some on the left began to warn against its pitfalls before the
second ballot. Heinz Pol spelled out the paradoxical nature of republican
efforts to snatch victory from Hindenburg without more forward criticism
of his glorification under the headline ‘S.O.S.’.⁶⁵ Eduard Bernstein, one
of the SPD’s most eminent theoreticians also condemned the republican
election strategy of ‘Not a single word against Hindenburg’ as fateful.
Republicans ought not to remain mute towards the ‘militarist Hindenburg
cult’, because the Field Marshal was now a political opponent, he warned.⁶⁶
The Reichsbanner’s Hermann Schützinger, who had published critical
pieces on hero-worship in socialist journals for some time, equally attempted
a more critical assessment of the nationalist candidate in the pages of
Vorwärts. Republicans had shied away from a thorough re-assessment of
the Field Marshal’s achievements, he admitted, but it was now time
to portray Hindenburg truthfully by ‘cutting across the artificial fog of
the former War Press Office and the blue mist of new-German hero
worship’.⁶⁷

Theirs remained relatively isolated voices, however. Republican cam-
paigners and commentators largely played according to the Reichsblock’s
rules by accepting the premise of Hindenburg’s heroism. The Volksblock
feebly offered its voters a way out of the dilemma by arguing that they could
show their devotion by letting Hindenburg return to peaceful retirement.
Republican strategists had clearly recognized that Hindenburg’s mythical
allure was the Reichsblock’s biggest electoral asset. But they still made
only half-hearted attempts at debunking it and could not offer a narrat-
ive with similarly strong appeal. The warning voices came too late and
offered too little. More than a decade of widespread Hindenburg worship,
which many republicans—especially among the liberal bourgeoisie and
within German Catholicism—had endorsed, could not be annulled within
a matter of weeks.
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Hindenburg’s victory

In the evening of 26 April the right-wing Scherl and liberal Ullstein and
Mosse publishing houses projected the election results onto giant screens
set up on public buildings and squares in Berlin. Berliners stayed up
long into the night to watch the latest results, offering a 1920s cinematic
preview of ‘live’ election coverage.⁶⁸ The results they saw vindicated the
Reichsblock’s calculations. Hindenburg was voted German Reich President
with a majority of 900,000 votes over his chief opponent Marx.⁶⁹

Although Hindenburg did not reach an absolute majority, he was still
considerably more successful than his right-wing predecessor. The turnout
in the second round was substantially higher than in the first; nearly 9%
of the electorate who had abstained on the first ballot cast their vote on
26 April. Whilst the actual Volksblock results remained relatively stable,
Hindenburg managed to gain nearly five million votes more than Jarres had.
Detailed analyses of voter coalitions have shown that Hindenburg scored
highest in Protestant agrarian areas, which were traditional strongholds of
the right-wing parties. Almost all of Jarres’s supporters of the first round
seem to have supported the joint second-ballot candidate Hindenburg.

However, there was also a substantial gain in predominantly Catholic
areas. The Catholic Hindenburg vote can mostly be attributed to the
BVP’s support—about half a million former Held supporters switched to

Table 1: Election results of 29 March and 26 April 1925

1st Ballot (29 March 1925) 2nd Ballot (26 April 1925)

Eligible voters 39,266,138 39,414,316
Ballots cast 27,016,760 30,567,874
Turnout 68.9% 77.6%
Jarres 10,416,658 (38.8%) — —
Held 1,007,450 (3.7%) — —
Ludendorff 285,793 (1.1%) — —
Braun 7,802,497 (29.0%) — —
Marx 3,887,734 (14.5%) 13,751,605 (45.3%)
Hellpach 1,569,398 (5.8%) — —
Thälmann 1,871,815 (7.0%) 1,931,151 (6.4%)
Hindenburg — — 14,655,641 (48.3%)

Source: Falter, Jürgen W. et al (eds.), Wahlen und Abstimmungen in der Weimarer Republik: Materialien zum
Wahlverhalten 1919–1933 (Munich, 1986), 46.
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Hindenburg on the second ballot.⁷⁰ But Catholic support for Hindenburg
did not come solely from Bavaria. Analyses of the presidential election
results in some Catholic districts of the Rhineland compared to the results
of the 1924 Reichstag elections suggest that a considerable number of Centre
voters also opted for Hindenburg in 1925. As many as 400,000 Centre voters
defected on the second ballot—a relatively large number bearing in mind
that Marx was the Centre’s own candidate and that Hindenburg’s leading
margin was less than a million.⁷¹ Hindenburg seemingly attracted Catholics
suspicious of Marx’s alliance with the anticlerical and anti-monarchist SPD
and who therefore favoured the Prussian Protestant over their own party’s
candidate. Many prominent members of the BVP and Centre Party felt
that Hindenburg’s conservative politics, his religiosity, impartiality, and
patriotism united him with Catholics across the board.⁷² The Silesian
Centre Party politician Count Hans von Praschma had already warned
Marx in early April that many Catholics were still monarchist at heart and
would find it difficult to stomach co-operation with the SPD. He went
on to predict that Catholics would mostly vote for Hindenburg or abstain
altogether.⁷³

Whilst Social Democratic voters were mostly immune to Hindenburg’s
electoral appeal in 1925, women and traditional non-voters bore an ex-
traordinarily large share of Hindenburg votes. Out of the 3.5 million new
voters drawn to the polls on 26 April, 3 million voted for the Reichs-
block candidate.⁷⁴ It is therefore fair to suggest that Hindenburg’s name
mobilized significant parts of the population otherwise relatively indiffer-
ent towards politics. The nationalist emphasis on duty and loyalty to the
Field Marshal and the highly personalized campaign often directly aimed
at non-voters seem to have been remarkably successful with these groups.
Not least the extraordinarily high numbers of votes cast for Hinden-
burg in East Prussia—more than two thirds of East Prussians supported
the ‘Victor of Tannenberg’⁷⁵—suggests that the emotional appeal of the
Hindenburg myth was a strong influence on the voters’ decision-making
process. In the province Hindenburg had allegedly saved once before
the themes of gratitude and paying off a debt obviously carried special
resonance.

A substantial number of women equally responded to the emotive
promises of Hindenburg’s image as a saviour. The Berlin correspondent
of Northcliff ’s Evening World interviewed a number of female Hinden-
burg supporters about their reasons for casting their votes for Hindenburg.
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‘Undiminished popularity behind a bemedaled uniform’ turned out to be
one of the main factors. Others explained that they believed ‘Hinden-
burg would valorize fortunes lost during the inflation period and ‘‘bring
good times’’ ’.⁷⁶ Frau Gramm from Berlin, an ‘ordinary, simple woman’ in
her own words, argued along similar lines in a letter to Karl Jarres’s
wife, Freia: ‘I have also lost everything, but our Hindenburg will
bring about the revaluation of mortgages and then we will be bet-
ter off.’⁷⁷

Nevertheless, the evidence of women’s emotive responses to the
Hindenburg campaign and the extent of the women’s vote need to be con-
textualized. Women were generally more prone to voting for conservative
parties or those with confessional affiliations in the Weimar years.⁷⁸ Al-
though the figures available for the second ballot in 1925 show clearly that
the overall share of women voting for Hindenburg was roughly 3.6% higher
than that of men’s votes, the same is true for Jarres’s result on the first ballot.
The share of women’s votes for Jarres on 29 March had also been propor-
tionately higher than of men’s votes. If anything, the ratio of male to female
votes on the first ballot showed that an even slightly higher proportion of
women had voted for Jarres than for Hindenburg, with over 4% more wo-
men than men supporting Jarres in March.⁷⁹ The Marx vote however, was
split evenly between men and women.⁸⁰ Whereas it is thus true that women
voted for Hindenburg in higher numbers than men, and that of the new
voters who turned out on 26 April a disproportionately large number were
female, this result was not out of line with overall female voting patterns
during this period, especially compared to Jarres’s result of 29 March.

Male republican commentators, however, quickly sought the explana-
tion for Hindenburg’s victory in female ‘irrationality’ and ‘immaturity’.⁸¹
Germania labelled Hindenburg’s election a ‘victory of emotion’ for which
youths and women were to blame.⁸² A frustrated Alfons Steiniger even
raged against female suffrage in general in the pages of the Weltbühne:

The Republic—as usual—had not considered making use of its experiences
to avoid the uneducated, novel-infested, pathetic-pompous, narrow-minded,
but big-hearted German womenfolk by changing . . . article 22 [granting
suffrage to men and women] of the constitution.⁸³

Instead of thoroughly assessing why the republican parties—which had,
after all, been responsible for the introduction of female suffrage—often
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failed to reach women, or why so many female and male voters had been
drawn to Hindenburg on 26 April, it was easier to argue that women had
simply got it wrong.

In fact, a variety of factors contributed to right-wing victory in 1925. The
BVP’s decision to turn away from its sister party, the Centre, by backing the
Reichsblock and the Communists’ decision to uphold Ernst Thälmann’s
nomination on the second ballot were both highly significant. Some
contemporary observers and historians have also pointed to deep-seated
monarchist sentiment as a reason for Hindenburg’s victory. Allegedly, his
election was a vote for the restoration of the monarchy.⁸⁴ The Weltbühne’s
Kurt Hiller, for instance, was convinced that Hindenburg’s victory was the
result of Germany’s ‘moustache mentality and sentimentality’.⁸⁵ Close to
despair, the chronicler Count Harry Kessler agreed:

All the philistines are delighted about Hindenburg. He is the god of all those
who long for the return of philistinism and the glorious time when it was only
necessary to make money and accompany a decent digestion with a pious
upward glance. They are waiting for Hindenburg to ‘consolidate’ conditions,
meaning adjustment to Philistine standards. Farewell progress, farewell vision
of a new world which was to be humanity’s conscience money for the
criminal war.⁸⁶

In spite of some Centre Party voters giving in to their monarchist
convictions and switching to Hindenburg on the second ballot, however,
the Hindenburg electorate cannot be regarded a ‘resolutely conservative,
anti-republican, and basically monarchist body, which longed for a fu-
ture guided by Wilhelmine values’.⁸⁷ The catchphrase of the Ersatzkaiser
Hindenburg—the ‘surrogate monarch’—should not be taken to mean
that only ‘the romantic yearning for past glory and greatness’ motivated
voters.⁸⁸ Under their own steam the parties advocating a return to the
monarchy—above all the DNVP—had not even come close to mobilizing
a majority in the previous Reichstag elections or indeed in the first round
of the presidential contest of 1925. They depended on Hindenburg’s mag-
netism to capture the presidency. And this magnetism was based on much
more than his monarchist credentials since 1914. Therefore, as the influ-
ential liberal publicist Ernst Feder opined in the Berliner Tageblatt ‘It is not
a political idea that has won, but the nimbus of a name’.⁸⁹ The Frankfurter
Zeitung concurred self-critically that it had been one of the left’s ‘gravest
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mistakes to let the Hindenburg legend stay alive . . . This omission . . . has
now taken its toll.’⁹⁰

The critical mass of voters did not primarily respond to a particular policy
programme in 1925, but to Hindenburg’s image as a potential ‘saviour’
promising to restore social stability. The right may have hailed its victory as
the ‘morning glory of a new moral era’, but even the Deutsche Tageszeitung
conceded that Hindenburg’s triumph had ‘largely involved the heart’.⁹¹
The Stahlhelm leadership had therefore been correct in assuming that
the Field Marshal’s victory would first and foremost represent a verdict
on his personal standing and not a wholehearted endorsement of the
anti-republican course.⁹² The years of near-civil war, hyperinflation, and
perceived international humiliation had taken their toll. At a time when the
parliamentary system seemingly failed to meet expectations of economic,
social, and political stability, voters responded to Hindenburg, ‘the saviour’,
who, in the words of Frau Gramm, would bring ‘better times’. Voting
for Hindenburg in 1925 was thus the political expression of a coping
strategy rehearsed during the years of wartime deprivation—opting to
trust Hindenburg ‘to sort it out’ because there hardly seemed to be viable
alternatives.

The ‘saviour’ cometh to Berlin

A few weeks after the election, Berliners welcomed the President-elect
in the capital. Hindenburg was to take his oath on the constitution
at his inaugural ceremony in the Reichstag on 12 May and arrived
by special train from Hanover the previous day.⁹³ The events around
his arrival on 11 May left plenty of room for popular participation.
He was welcomed by a government delegation at Heerstraße station
in Charlottenburg before being driven through the broad boulevards of
Berlin to the Reich Chancellor’s residence in an open car. Along the streets
leading to central Berlin—Heerstraße itself, Kaiserdamm, Bismarckstraße,
and Charlottenburger Chaussee (today’s ‘Straße des 17. Juni’)—numerous
nationalist clubs and associations had been invited to greet Hindenburg
upon his arrival. By 9 May, 200,000 members of various organizations,
including local groups of the DNVP, nationalist workers’ and women’s
associations, the Bismarck Youth, and shooting, skittle, and athletic clubs,
had announced their participation.⁹⁴ The bulk of the crowds gathered along
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the (fittingly named) Kaiserdamm and Bismarckstraße in Charlottenburg
on the day.⁹⁵

En route police motorcycles surrounded Hindenburg’s open car and
aeroplanes trailed streamers and showered the audience with flowers.
Many local residents had covered their houses with the Imperial flag.⁹⁶
To emphasize the republican nature of the festivities and to counter the
ubiquity of the Imperial colours displayed by the audience, Hindenburg’s
car was bedecked with the black, red, and gold colours of Weimar.
Furthermore, musical instruments had been banned to avoid the whole
event being drowned out by the sounds of military marches.⁹⁷ Years later,
Reich Chancellor Hans Luther who had travelled in Hindenburg’s car still
remembered people’s cheers and ovations as ‘indescribably’ loud. ‘People
had been standing there since the early morning and especially the female
audience’s beaming eyes were enraptured by Hindenburg’s imposing and
militarily toned figure’, he reminisced.⁹⁸ The Red Cross frequently had to
drag women from the crowd who were so overwhelmed by the sight of
their future President that they had fainted.⁹⁹ The Rote Fahne relayed this
spectacle in mocking tone:

Hysterical old spinsters waved about their flags whilst the motorcade raced
pass. The noses of a few fat men with tufts of chamois hair on their little hats
had even more of a red glow than before. Their even fatter spouses’ bosoms
began to tremble, then ‘He’ arrived.¹⁰⁰

The festivities did not end after Hindenburg reached the Reich Chancellery.
Thousands of members of nationalist associations who had lined the streets
all afternoon now gathered outside taverns off Kurfürstendamm, along with
the marching bands that had been banned from the official celebrations.¹⁰¹ In
Nuremberg, patriotic organizations staged a torchlight procession through
the city centre to mark Hindenburg’s inauguration and in Bremen many
local residents enshrined their windows with candles and pictures of the
Field Marshal.¹⁰² On 11 May, the emphasis was on popular celebration
and the festivities were a ‘rallying point for an otherwise fragmented
bourgeoisie’.¹⁰³

Social Democrats and Communists tried to disrupt right-wing celebra-
tions, but did not succeed. Berlin’s SPD leadership had secretly urged party
members to put up Hindenburg caricatures in public places during the
night of 11 May.¹⁰⁴ KPD leaflets also appealed to Communists to demon-
strate against his arrival, but the police had seized many of these.¹⁰⁵ Only
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5,000 to 10,000 people—as opposed to the 200,000 or more Hindenburg
devotees—participated in counter-demonstrations in the afternoon and
early evening of 11 May.¹⁰⁶ For the most part there was no denying that
the events in the streets of the capital and elsewhere were first and foremost
a bourgeois nationalist affair.

When Hindenburg was officially inaugurated as Weimar’s second Pres-
ident in the Reichstag on 12 May, several thousand people again gathered
on the Königsplatz to catch a glimpse of the new President and to listen to
the military music played.¹⁰⁷ All Prussian schools received orders to suspend
classes and host celebrations teaching children ‘the special significance of
the events’. Schools in all other German Länder were encouraged to follow
suit, and German radio stations broadcast a special programme to the sounds
of Beethoven’s Die Himmel rühmen des Ewigen Ehre.¹⁰⁸

As a last resort of desperate optimism, republican commentators tried
to convince themselves that Hindenburg’s oath on the constitution would
herald democratic consolidation. The promise of his Reichstag speech to
serve the whole people, and not simply the interests of the groups that
had orchestrated his victory, was interpreted as a republican success.¹⁰⁹
According to Vorwärts Hindenburg had sounded like a true republican on
12 May.¹¹⁰ Observing the Field Marshal standing in the Reichstag amidst
the Weimar colours, Count Harry Kessler momentarily hoped that some
of Hindenburg’s ‘veneration would rub off on’ the parliamentary system
and would ‘turn out to be quite useful for the Republic’.¹¹¹

Different political groups thus invested fundamentally different hopes in
the new President. Whilst many on the right wished he would immediately
set about turning Germany into a more authoritarian state, republicans
could do nothing but hope that he would keep his oath to safeguard
the democratic constitution. Over the next decade, at different moments,
Hindenburg would disappoint the expectations of both camps.

∗ ∗ ∗

In 1925, the Reichsblock managed to translate Hindenburg’s mythical repu-
tation into real political capital. Since 1919, the Field Marshal’s veneration
had proven to be a highly effective weapon in the right-wing struggle against
the Weimar Republic. Now his mythical allure had helped him capture, of
all things, the highest republican office. Hindenburg’s unrelentingly broad
appeal did not just galvanize anti-republicans; left-wing reluctance to attack
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Germany’s most venerated figure substantially weakened and confused the
republican campaign. This reluctance was the result of over a decade of
extensive Hindenburg worship that had also penetrated republican circles.

In the following years, it seemed as though Count Kessler’s hopes might
indeed be vindicated. Hindenburg’s first years in office coincided with a
relatively stable period in Weimar’s history, giving at least the impression
that some of the fragmented groups of German society had moved closer
together—this was, after all, the first time republicans and nationalists
honoured a common symbol. The two camps supported the President
for fundamentally different reasons, however, and the next presidential
contest—fought with inverted fronts in 1932—would show that German
politics was at least as polarized as it had been in 1925.



5
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I n 1929, four years after Hindenburg’s election, Der Eiserne Hindenburg
in Krieg und Frieden (The Iron Hindenburg in War and Peace), a silent

non-fictional film, opened in German cinemas. Its title was reminiscent of
the ‘Iron Chancellor’, Bismarck, who served as a mythical role model for
Hindenburg, and of the ‘Iron Hindenburg’ nailing statue erected in central
Berlin in 1915. The producers wanted to educate their audience about how
‘deeply intertwined the German people’s fate’ had been, and continued to
be, with the President’s life.¹ Split into consecutive acts, the film portrayed
Hindenburg’s life as following an inner logic—from his early career in the
Prussian army to the battle of Tannenberg in 1914, his leadership during
the First World War, and finally his presidency. Hindenburg’s inauguration
on 12 May 1925 thus appeared as the pinnacle of a lifelong service to
the German people and represented the special bond that allegedly existed
between him and the public at large—a bond the film expressed through
countless images of large crowds (some staged, others genuine) cheering
the aged Hindenburg on his seventieth and eightieth birthdays, at his
inauguration, and during his official travels.

By depicting at length Hindenburg studying military maps, the film
placed great emphasis on his ingenious strategic planning in the run-up to
Tannenberg that had supposedly saved the entire German home front from
occupation—a fate the film alluded to in images of material destruction
and dead livestock. That the ‘saviour’ had not managed to deliver victory
in the end did not get in the way of the film’s narrative: the subtitles
explained military defeat with the ‘inhumane’ British naval blockade, the
sailors’ mutinies and revolution in Germany in November 1918. To re-
inforce the by then well-known message of a ‘stab-in-the-back’ of the
German army by treacherous elements at home, The Iron Hindenburg re-
enacted scenes of revolutionary fighting in the streets of Berlin in 1918/19
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under the incendiary headline ‘The Red Terror’. It depicted the loss
of territory inflicted on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles in no less
sensationalist terms—a map of the German Empire from which giant,
greedy hands tear chunks off in east and west is one of the film’s most
memorable sequences.

Such cultural manifestations of the Hindenburg myth were clearly on
the upsurge during his presidency. With its selective plotline, tendentious
subtitles and ground-breaking special effects, the film sought to drive home
the message that Hindenburg’s leadership was Germany’s calling, and that
only the political ‘saviour’ himself could rescue the country from a return
to the years of post-war domestic strife.

Whilst he had been a political symbol in retirement—albeit an active
one—prior to 1925, the Field Marshal-turned-President would become
the most visible public figure in the second half of the 1920s. During this
time, the Hindenburg myth was as much a cultural as it was a political
phenomenon, which did not just occupy those engaged in German politics,
but penetrated much broader sections of society in its myriad forms: a
massive readership of Hindenburg books and special Hindenburg issues of
the illustrated press existed, as did a receptive audience for Hindenburg
films and his speeches on the radio. Equally, the purchase decisions of
consumers were animated by the use of Hindenburg’s name or image in
modern commercial advertising.

Just as Hindenburg’s extraordinary popularity between 1914 and 1918
cannot be explained solely by his military rank, his iconic status after
1925 did not rest exclusively on the presidency’s radiance. Friedrich
Ebert had not been pictured as frequently in the illustrated press and
in films, for instance, and had not received nearly as many letters from
ordinary Germans (so-called Eingaben) as Weimar’s second president.²
Hindenburg brought his mythical veneration into office, thereby fuel-
ling audiences’ appetites. Holding the presidency, in its turn, provided
Hindenburg with an effective public platform, widening the scope of his
media presence significantly, which ultimately made his myth a broader
and more enduring phenomenon. Furthermore, the new media of film
and radio, the ever-expanding illustrated press, and image-based adver-
tisements, vastly extended the myth’s cultural purchase when compared
to the personality cults of the Wilhelmine period—for instance, those
of Kaiser Wilhelm II or Bismarck. The dissemination of the Hinden-
burg myth via these new mass media did not just define its extraordinary
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scope, but also blurred the boundaries between cultural entertainment and
propagandistic politics.³

The celluloid myth

The somewhat nostalgic notion of ‘Weimar Culture’ being synonymous
with the ‘Golden Twenties’ has long since been revised. The Expressionists,
the Bauhaus, Neue Sachlichkeit, and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis may still be
admired for their artistic quality, but they were not emblematic of interwar
German cultural practice.⁴ The great majority of films made between
1918 and 1933 were not modern, avant-garde pieces, but non-fictional
formats or ‘documentaries’, often targeting a mass audience and produced
with an educational purpose in mind.⁵ The Iron Hindenburg was thus a
typical creation of a period in which film increasingly ascribed meaning to
the unprecedented experience of the First World War. While Ebert, his
predecessor as President, had hardly appeared in films, Hindenburg— the
hero of wartime Germany—featured prominently in this new genre.⁶

The Field Marshal had already appeared on German cinema screens in
the silent propaganda films of wartime produced to mobilize and entertain
cinema audiences at home and at the front. Many of these wartime images
were now being recycled in more modern and technologically advanced
films such as The Iron Hindenburg, with the aim of lending an air of
authenticity to ‘documentaries’ with a clear anti-republican bias.⁷

The film premiere took place at the Primus-Palast, one of Berlin’s
newest and largest cinema palaces, with over 1,000 seats. Whilst such
venues catered predominantly to wealthier, bourgeois cinema audiences
in big urban centres, cinema-going was by no means a leisure activity
consigned to the upper echelons of German society in the late 1920s.⁸ By
1930, 5,000 cinemas with a total number of 2 million seats had been built in
Germany and in spite of the crippling effects of economic crisis, 4.5 million
Germans still went to the cinema every week in 1932.⁹ Although the socially
levelling effects of the cinema experience should not be exaggerated, film
clearly provided popular entertainment for a mass audience.¹⁰

The Iron Hindenburg’s key messages—that Hindenburg’s leadership was
Germany’s destiny and that he had saved the country from the Russians,
from post-war domestic strife and from prolonged international humili-
ation—clearly perpetuated some of the central themes of the Hindenburg
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myth. And yet, the President and his staff observed the documentary’s pro-
duction with an eagle eye. They sought to make sure that it was completely
in line with their officially sanctioned version of events and would not
even implicitly threaten Hindenburg’s reputation. Consequently, the Ber-
lin Board of Film Classification had to inform the film’s producer Johannes
Häussler that one line in particular had offended Hindenburg personally.
In a section on the end of the war, the subtitles had quoted him as saying:
‘I am dead tired, but as long as this old body is still good for something,
I’ll stand up until I collapse.’ The President obviously considered the new
medium too powerful to tolerate such blatant allusions to his physical
frailty. Häussler, a former member of the Free Corps, was only too happy
to co-operate: the contentious scene was swiftly removed from the film.¹¹

Whilst the impact of these cinematic images on viewers is difficult to
measure, the shared visual language of Hindenburg films shows the extent
to which his myth was a common cultural currency. Einer für Alle! (One for
All!), a talkie directed by Kurt Wessel and Heinrich Roellenbleg in 1932
to promote Hindenburg’s re-election, equally reminded viewers of his
seminal heroic act—victory at Tannenberg.¹² One for All!—a title clearly
playing on the appeal of the Volksgemeinschaft—depicted the invading
Russian troops of August 1914 as a massive wave rolling over a map of
East Prussia thus lending visual expression to a key paradigm of wartime.
A giant shadow in the shape of Hindenburg’s iconic square head was then
shown approaching from the west. After bold letters herald ‘Tannenberg!’
and proclaim ‘Victory! Victory! Victory!’, dark clouds retreat from the map
of East Prussia back towards Russian territory. Even with such limited
special effects, the film conveyed mythical meaning effectively. It portrayed
Hindenburg as a larger-than-life figure (the colossal shadow) who single-
handedly saved the German population from dangerous and inhuman (giant
wave, dark clouds) Russian forces.

The events of August 1914 were also the subject of a feature film:
Tannenberg, which opened simultaneously at Berlin’s Primus and Titania-
Palast in September 1932.¹³ Directed by the former officer Heinz Paul,
Tannenberg was part of a wider trend towards films glorifying the Prussian
past, which enjoyed tremendous commercial success in the 1920s.¹⁴ With no
less than six war films, Paul was one of Weimar’s most prolific filmmakers,
but he has only recently received scholarly attention. Most of Paul’s efforts
can be read as a German nationalist response to pacifist works such as Lewis
Milestone’s cinematic adaptation of All Quiet on the Western Front.¹⁵
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Shooting Tannenberg was a project of huge proportions costing half a
million Reichsmark and involving 8,000 people.¹⁶ The Zurich-based pro-
duction company Praesensfilm GmbH promoted it as a ‘documentary on
the historic battle’ although it included many fictional elements.¹⁷ It por-
trayed the events of 1914 on two levels. First, it re-enacted the political and
military events with German actors playing the main protagonists. Second,
there was a more individualized storyline surrounding the fictional character
Rittmeister von Arndt, the owner of an East Prussian estate.¹⁸ These two
interpretative frameworks allowed Paul to portray Tannenberg both as a
battle of historical proportions—the work of ‘great men’—and as a human
tragedy affecting the lives of ordinary East Prussians. Small children crying
for their mothers and asking with innocent eyes whether the ‘Cossacks
really eat dogs’ were as much part of the film as Hindenburg and Ludendorff
studying military maps. By splitting the plot along these lines, the film could
invoke the battle as an example of German heroism and military success,
while simultaneously letting the cinema audience re-live the sense of threat
and fear of occupation experienced by the German public in August 1914.
Protecting Germany’s ‘innocence’, alleviating individual suffering, German
self-defence, anti-Slavism, and military bravery—the battle’s most import-
ant mythical ingredients—thus all featured simultaneously in Paul’s 1932
production.

Naturally, the film was a powerful reminder of the roots of Hindenburg’s
adulation. And yet, the presidential bureau and the Interior Ministry called
for far-reaching censorship on the basis of Karl Koerner’s impersonation
not ‘doing justice to the Reich President’s historical personality’.¹⁹ Both
Hindenburg and his influential right-hand man, State Secretary Otto
Meissner, preferred a film version in which Hindenburg was a peripheral
figure to one in which he was not portrayed heroically enough—perhaps
suggesting that the Field Marshal’s definitive role at Tannenberg was so
firmly established in collective memory that reminding the film’s audience
was not imperative.

The Reichlichtspielgesetz of 1920 covered the use of people’s images in
films or film adverts.²⁰ On the basis of the new law all films had to be
approved by a board of censors prior to their release. According to §1, films
could be banned if they posed a threat to public order and security, hurt
religious feeling, or damaged Germany’s reputation abroad.²¹ Although
there was no orchestrated political censorship of German films in the
Weimar period, the Reichlichtspielgesetz provided a sufficient basis for the
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suppression of films for political reasons.²² Ernst Seeger, who had taken
over the German Board of Film Classification in March 1924, contributed
decisively to the politicization of film censorship in Germany. He helped
to create a climate in which socially critical, pacifist, and republican
were increasingly suppressed, while military ‘documentaries’, feature films
glorifying the Prussian past and the war, as well as Heimat films could
usually be shown.²³

Tannenberg was not banned outright on the basis of the original 1920
law, but Paul was instead ordered to cut several scenes following a new
passage introduced into the Reichlichtspielgesetz by emergency decree after
the political upheavals surrounding All Quiet on the Western Front. According
to this ‘Lex Remarque’ of 6 October 1931, films could now be wholly
or partially censored if they ‘threatened vital interests of the state’.²⁴ The
revised law extended the power of Seeger’s organization to anticipate how
the audience would perceive a film and what political influence this would
wield. With regard to Tannenberg, the censor decided that most scenes
with Hindenburg had to be cut, because Koerner allegedly played him in
an inappropriate way and due to the potential effect this might have on
audiences.²⁵ Because the actor’s performance was vaguely ‘distorting’ and
‘degrading’, the Board argued that Tannenberg constituted the ‘threatening
of vital interests of the state represented by the serving President, who was
elected by the whole people’.²⁶

This decision was striking; it implied that Hindenburg—or more im-
portantly his myth—was a vital pillar of German political stability. By
the autumn of 1932, the successive governments of Heinrich Brüning and
Franz von Papen had lacked a parliamentary majority for over two years
and had functioned only by relying on presidential decrees.²⁷ The writings
of political and legal philosophers, such as Carl Schmitt, who advocated
circumscribing parliamentary democracy to establish greater presidential
authority and who considered the President the ‘guardian of the constitu-
tion’, had become increasingly influential.²⁸ In this political climate the Film
Board regarded protecting Hindenburg’s authority as crucial. Safeguarding
Hindenburg’s portrayal as heroic was interpreted as a ‘vital interest of the
state’. The censorship proceedings against Paul’s film therefore not only
illustrate to what extent the Hindenburg myth, which had originated at
Tannenberg, fed his authority as President, but also the extent to which
even agencies not by definition in charge of mythmaking—and not subject
to Hindenburg’s direct control—considered this state of affairs a given.
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Speaking on the wireless

In April 1925 Hindenburg had made German broadcasting history when his
speech during the election campaign had been broadcast nationally. It was
the initial shared listening experience of millions of people, transmitting the
voice of the man whose image had been so ubiquitous for over a decade into
the privacy of German homes for the very first time. At this stage roughly
one million Germans owned a radio.²⁹ By late 1932, 4.2 million German
households were equipped with the modern technology. Considering that
several family members normally used one radio, up to 11 million people
regularly listened to the wireless in the Republic’s final year.³⁰

The German government had been concerned about potential misuse of
this new instrument of mass communication and had regulated the airwaves
from the very beginning. Radio programming was centrally organized and
state-supervised and was explicitly meant to be apolitical.³¹ Such state-
censorship was not strictly non-partisan, however. Even if radio played
no major role in any of the Reichstag election campaigns, it featured
prominently in the presidential contests of 1925 and 1932.³² Whereas
Hindenburg, as well as the republican candidate Wilhelm Marx, had been
allowed to broadcast their speeches in the run-up to the second round of
voting in 1925, the Communist Party leader and presidential candidate Ernst
Thälmann had been excluded from using the new medium. In the 1932
campaign the pro-Hindenburg bias would be even more obvious: neither
of the serving President’s main opponents was allowed to broadcast election
speeches.³³ Hindenburg, on the other hand, was given extensive airtime on
10 March 1932 to transmit a lengthy speech outlining his decision to run
again and calling on the German people to unify at a time of economic
hardship and general crisis.³⁴ On previous occasions, Hindenburg had also
addressed people directly in their living rooms as a kind of national father
figure. The New York Times, which reported regularly on the development
of German broadcasting in the 1920s and 1930s, noted in 1930 that
Hindenburg’s spoken words possessed the faculty of awakening hope and
faith in German listeners, especially at times of national calamity:

Reacting against the dark days and pessimism which hang over the Fatherland
now, the nation wants to hear the venerable old Field Marshal’s ‘reassuring
and fatherly voice’ telling people their troubles are not unnoticed in the
Presidential palace.³⁵
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Because the government showed no willingness to relinquish its central
control of the radio and because Hindenburg’s ‘fatherly voice’ dominated
the airwaves, communist activists came up with a creative way of appro-
priating the medium in late 1931. To mark the New Year, Hindenburg
gave a speech in the evening of 31 December 1931.³⁶ Just as in 1925 and
1932, his speech was broadcast nationwide. Not just German radio listeners
were to hear the Reich President’s words; because he was expected to
make statements on the direction of foreign policy and on reparations, his
statement aroused great interest abroad. The speech, which Hindenburg
read out in a rather monotonous and stilted fashion, was broadcast on all
of the USA’s 200 radio channels, as well as to listeners in Great Britain,
Austria, Switzerland, and Denmark.³⁷ Just at the moment when Hinden-
burg likened Germany’s position of 1931/32 to the events at Tannenberg
in 1914, and called on all Germans to ‘stand together loyally and united in
fate’ to master all coming hardship, the broadcast was suddenly interrupted.
An unidentifiable male voice shouting ‘Red Front’, ‘Long live the Soviet
Union’, ‘Down with the Emergency Decrees’, and calling for mass strike
action was audible as Hindenburg’s voice faded into the background.³⁸

As the subsequent investigation by the Berlin police uncovered, three
communist workers, one of them a former radio technician, had dug up
the radio cable leading to the main transmitter in Königswusterhausen near
Berlin, had cut open the lead mantling, removed the isolation material,
and had attached their own microphone to the single cable broadcasting
Hindenburg’s speech.³⁹ Manuals on the home production of transmitters
circulated widely in the Weimar years and by orchestrating interruptions of
official broadcasts the Arbeiter-Radio-Bewegung (Workers’ Radio Move-
ment) had frequently sought to influence the medium from the receivers’
side.⁴⁰ Knowing that a mass of listeners was hanging on Hindenburg’s
words, the three Berlin communists had chosen their moment in true
agitprop style. Although the radio technicians in charge had immediately
moved the Hindenburg broadcast to a secure line, and although the com-
munist interruptions had only been audible in Berlin, the press coverage of
the event and the police investigation over the next few weeks magnified
the attention the stunt received—with the result that even the foreign press
reported the incident widely.⁴¹

This communist agitprop feat remained exceptional, however, and did
not undermine Hindenburg’s presence on the radio in the long term.⁴²
Because of the biased regulation of interwar radio, Hindenburg, whose
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limited oratorical skills would have made him an improbable broadcasting
star in a more competitive radio market, was able to put his stamp on
the new medium between 1925 and 1933. Considering that the different
German broadcasting stations were quite autonomous, especially predating
the establishment of a national station in 1930, with radio programming
differing substantially from region to region, the fact that his speeches
mobilized a national audience from the outset was crucial.⁴³ The hegemony
of his voice on German radio—a medium symbolic for mobilizing national
fantasy—fostered his status as a symbol of Weimar. Hindenburg’s speeches
on the wireless did, of course, not create the cult. They did, however,
make for a sense of immediacy and contact on a truly mass scale.

Home stories and popular novels

The upsurge in nationalist films glorifying the war experience from the
mid-1920s had its literary equivalent in the publication of front novels that
appeared in two waves in the early and late 1920s. The mass popularity of
these books is a phenomenon that is central to judging Weimar Germany’s
literary scene. For every anti-war novel by Erich Maria Remarque or
Ludwig Renn there were huge book sales of nationalist writers such as
Ernst Jünger, Hans Grimm, Hans Zöberlein, and Josef Magnus Wehner.⁴⁴
Authors like Wehner composed their works specifically to counter the
negative image of war put forward in pacifist works and often invoked
myth as an escape from rationalism.⁴⁵

Werner Beumelburg, a former soldier and officer who had worked as
a journalist for the national liberal Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in the early
1920s, was one of the most prolific representatives of this new literary genre.
He dealt with his experiences at Verdun in several books, especially in
his front novel Gruppe Bosemüller, published in 1930, which was marketed
as a nationalist equivalent of Remarque and became a bestseller.⁴⁶ The
previous year Beumelburg had published a thematic and chronological
predecessor: Sperrfeuer um Deutschland, a pseudo-historical novel offering
a bird’s eye view of Germany’s wartime experiences, which appeared
adorned with the President’s foreword.⁴⁷ All of Beumelburg’s works were
published by the Oldenburg-based military publisher Stalling which had
also been commissioned by the Reichsarchiv to publish the 40-volume
series Schlachten des Weltkrieges, a semi-official and popularly written history
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of the battles of the First World War with a nationalist conservative
bias. Stalling further distributed the equally popular multi-volume series
Erinnerungsblätter deutscher Regimente.⁴⁸

In order to secure Hindenburg’s endorsement of Beumelburg’s novel,
Gerhard Stalling sent a copy to the President’s office explicitly inviting
criticism and change requests.⁴⁹ Hindenburg and Meissner did not pass up
the chance of putting their own spin on a novel including a lengthy passage
on Tannenberg, which was to be promoted heavily, eventually selling over
300,000 copies.⁵⁰ Meissner, Under-Secretary of State Heinrich Doehle,
and Hindenburg himself all read Beumelburg’s manuscript and insisted on
detailed changes. Hindenburg was keen on altering a chapter dealing with
the Kaiser’s abdication so that the details would be in line with the version
of the events of 9 November 1918 he had sanctioned in 1919. Meissner, on
the other hand, was eager to change Beumelburg’s account of the events at
Tannenberg, but allegedly did not discuss his concerns with the President.⁵¹
Reading the manuscript, the State Secretary had gained the impression
that Ludendorff featured too prominently on its pages. Consequently he
insisted to Stalling that Hindenburg had been Tannenberg’s true architect.⁵²
Eventually, Stalling and Beumelburg agreed to the exact wording of all the
changes proposed: ‘Hinter Ludendorff ’s Stirn arbeiten die Gedanken’ was
simply substituted with ‘Hinter Hindenburgs Stirn arbeiten die Gedanken’
and a passage on Ludendorff ’s nerves and Hindenburg’s calmness and
leadership during crucial moments of the battle was inserted into the text,
thus re-iterating one of the central components of his myth.⁵³ The publisher,
who was keen to secure Hindenburg’s foreword to the novel as a marketing
tool, readily complied with the demands. Just as in the case of Heinz Paul’s
cinematic adaptation of Tannenberg, the President exercised image control
even over a popular genre by definition conducive to his veneration.

Numerous large-size illustrated books with a nationalist-conservative
bias further enhanced Hindenburg’s media presence. Paul Lindenberg’s
Hindenburg-Denkmal für das deutsche Volk, which went through nine editions
in the ‘patriotic publishing house’ C. H. Weller between 1922 and 1935
and sold up to 145,000 copies, was one such example.⁵⁴ Two-thirds of the
articles published by the former war correspondent Lindenberg were on
Hindenburg’s military career.

The expanding illustrated press, too, was a platform on which Hinden-
burg’s image was shaped and from which his fame was spread, even if he
did not have a separate press office.⁵⁵ By the 1920s tabloids, broadsheets,
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and party political papers used a growing number of images and published
photo-illustrated weekly supplements.⁵⁶ Illustrated papers, such as Scherl’s
Die Woche and Ullstein’s Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung (BIZ), offered popular
entertainment ranging from reports on exotic foreign countries, sensation-
alist crime stories to coverage of sports and film celebrities.⁵⁷ Hindenburg’s
numerous public appearances, the staged celebrations with their parades and
gathering crowds, and his frequent travels, made interesting visual fare, and
turned the President into an ideal subject for the new medium. His iconic
image and the success of Hindenburg adverts, books, and films provided
ample evidence for the near-insatiable consumer demand for all things
Hindenburg-related. Consequently, the President was the undisputed star
of the genre after 1925; no other politician was pictured as frequently in the
major illustrated weeklies. Friedrich Ebert’s fiftieth birthday in 1921, for
instance, had not received much publicity at all. The near-regal coverage
of Hindenburg’s eightieth birthday, on the other hand, exemplified his
visual dominance: the main illustrated papers sold at Germany’s newsstands
featured the iconic birthday boy on their covers.⁵⁸

Despite their supposedly apolitical stance, the political affiliations of
the illustrated papers’ respective publishing houses influenced their news
coverage. The conservative, Hugenberg-owned Die Woche, for instance,
put more emphasis on Hindenburg’s career as a soldier and showed him
more often in military uniform than a publication like Ullstein’s Berliner
Illustrirte, which placed more visual and textual emphasis on Hindenburg’s
republican role.⁵⁹ The 1927 Hindenburg remembrance issue of Die Woche,
for instance, included several articles on his military life—Der Kadett,
Mein Leutnant Hindenburg, Kamerad Hindenburg, and Der General.⁶⁰ At
the same time, however, even the Scherl weekly showed Hindenburg
in civilian clothes both on the front page of the birthday issue and
on the official birthday photograph for the paper.⁶¹ Whereas Ebert had
shied away from such formats to popularize himself, both Scherl’s and
Ullstein’s illustrated publications printed a large number of human-interest
stories on Hindenburg: Hindenburg als Jäger and Erinnerungen an Frau
von Hindenburg, focusing on his leisure activities and family life, were
typical formats, as was Ein Arbeitstag des Reichspräsidenten, summing up
a typical day for the President with photographs of Hindenburg’s office
and public appearances.⁶² The differences in the presentational style of the
illustrated papers were rather subtle, given the deep political polarization of
Weimar’s broadsheet and tabloid press. Even the Nazi press, whose articles
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stressed his military role relentlessly, would feature pictures of Hindenburg
in civilian clothes surprisingly often.⁶³ This coverage not only formed
a substantial part of the President’s media presence, but extended and
diversified the readership profile of Hindenburg stories, reaching white-
collar workers and low ranking civil servants, who may not have taken as
active an interest in the coverage of Hindenburg’s political decisions in the
party political papers, and thus rooting his myth more deeply in Weimar
German society.⁶⁴

Branding Hindenburg

During the First World War, advertising specialists had introduced visual
elements into German war propaganda, most notably into the war loan
campaigns. Lucian Bernhard and Louis Oppenheim, who had both made
a name for themselves as Gebrauchsgraphiker prior to 1914, were even em-
ployed by the Reichsbank.⁶⁵ Hence, the visual styles of German advertising
and of political propaganda posters and postcards were strongly linked from
the outset. Oppenheim, for instance, who continued to work as a prom-
inent advertising agent in the 1920s, had also created one of the famous
Hindenburg war loan posters of 1917—an image emulated widely during
the Weimar years, although using heads on elections posters was surprisingly
rare in the 1920s.⁶⁶ This human interconnectedness between war propa-
ganda and commercial design may serve to explain why Hindenburg’s
image lent itself so readily to its utilization in advertising—advertising
specialists had coined its iconography in the first place.

More sophisticated strategies of consumer targeting had only gradually
established themselves in the 1920s. By introducing visuals, advertisers no
longer had to rely on appealing to consumers’ rational choice but could
appeal to their emotions on a connotative level.⁶⁷ A new breed of ad-
vertising specialists educated at German universities regarded consumers as
guidable by playing on their fears, desires, and yearning for elevated social
status.⁶⁸ Rather than applying American advertising techniques without
modifications, German specialists recognized that their chances of success
were improved by using familiar codes and a culturally established visual
language.⁶⁹ Learning how to decode images is a gradual process. Cru-
cially, German consumers had received much of this visual training during
the First World War. Consequently, visual depictions of Hindenburg
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simply featuring his square head, small eyes, stoical features, and grand
moustache—representing stalwartness and determination—did not just
work well in the election campaigns of 1925 and 1932, but were also
constantly recycled in the illustrated press and, more specifically, to market
commercial products. The continuity of the Hindenburg iconography was
not entirely coincidental. When official painters or sculptors departed from
traditional depictions of Hindenburg, his office sometimes intervened. In
1932, for instance, Meissner rebuked the sculptor Rudolf Stocker for his
Hindenburg bust. The facial expression was not ‘determined’ and ‘mas-
culine’ enough; as a result Hindenburg appeared ‘too gentle’, Meissner
informed the artist. He duly sent over a few ‘especially felicitous photo-
graphs’ of the President so that Stocker would alter his design accordingly.⁷⁰
As a result of this—somewhat imposed—visual continuity, Weimar ad-
vertisers could tap into the huge resource of connotations Hindenburg’s
image offered and could profit immensely from associating their (often
random) products with the ‘determined’ and ‘masculine’ embodiment of
German wartime virtues and heroism. Hindenburg became one of Ger-
many’s first true advertising icons—selling anything from cars to liver
sausage—preceding a development that was to become one of the defining
features of affluent Western societies after the Second World War.⁷¹

The ‘Hindenburg’ brand worked on a variety of levels and was invoked
to promote products of all kinds. Some of the most prominent Hindenburg
adverts targeted members of the middle classes who aspired to bettering
themselves socially.⁷² Germany’s largest car manufacturer Opel, for example,
placed a full-page advert into the ‘Hindenburg’ birthday issue of the
illustrated Scherl weekly Die Woche in 1927. The advert featured the
President being driven past a parade of cheering onlookers in an open
car—of course an Opel.⁷³

This advert took on the ‘Hindenburg’ brand in a number of ways: on
one level it simply used the recognition value of his name and image to
promote the Opel brand. But it was also more sophisticated than that
in aiming at a specific target audience—both the fact that it was placed
in the special birthday issue of a nationalist Scherl publication and its
particular design made it all the more powerful and effective. The image
not only depicted nationalist Hindenburg devotees, clearly recognizable
by the Imperial flags they carried and their uniforms, but stylized the
Opel literally as a vehicle of Hindenburg worship—a technique obviously
intended to resonate with the President’s following. In a much less obvious



Fig. 4. ‘Reich President v. Hindenburg in the new Opel car’ (1927).
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way, the advertisement also suggested that being the owner of an Opel
carried high social prestige.⁷⁴ ‘Buy an Opel and be admired’ was the subtext
here. And who could symbolize social prestige more successfully than the
mythical Hindenburg, whose birthday in 1927 was marked by national
festivities on a regal scale?

That the ‘Hindenburg’ brand was a useful marketing asset for upmarket
consumer goods was further illustrated by the adverts placed by Hessian
wine merchant Baron von Linstow. The company offered various brands
of sparkling wine and champagne, which were all named after the Presid-
ent—Hindenburg-Gold, Hindenburg-Silber, and Hindenburg-Jubiläums-Sekt.⁷⁵
This branding was highly successful, not least demonstrated by the fact that
the German Association of Sparkling Wine Producers filed a complaint
about Linstow’s ‘unfair comparative advantage’.⁷⁶ Linstow had appar-
ently passed himself off as the only legitimate producer of ‘Hindenburg’
champagne and suggested that Hindenburg fully endorsed his products.
Hindenburg had allegedly figured as a kind of product tester. As we can
see, the huge amount of public trust invested in his personality, and there-
fore in his judgement, was not just important political capital, but could
also be turned into commercial gain.

The President, however, had only limited means at his disposal when
it came to combating advertisements using his name or image. A first
legal step had been made when the right to one’s own image had
been introduced into German law by the Kunsturheberrecht of 9 Janu-
ary 1907—a response to the publication of images of Bismarck on his
deathbed. Drawing the legal boundaries of the new medium of pho-
tography, the 1907 law stated that pictures of private citizens could
only be published with their consent. The protection of Personen der
Zeitgeschichte, public persons, was, however, excluded from the law ac-
cording to §23. Hence, images of Hindenburg—a public person sui
generis—were not legally protected. Anyone could publish his pho-
tographs or painted images, even for commercial gain, without being
prosecuted or liable to pay a fee; the ‘Hindenburg’ brand was es-
sentially free. The only basis on which adverts could be banned was
the 1909 law concerning the combating of unfair competition. It in-
cluded a ‘decency clause’ according to which advertising should not
breach moral standards.⁷⁷ Hence, if sparkling wine producer Linstow
gave the impression that his brand had Hindenburg’s exclusive en-
dorsement and no such specific backing had been given, his adverts
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could be legally pursued on the basis of breaching proper manners (‘die
guten Sitten’).⁷⁸

German companies were surprisingly creative when it came to securing
Hindenburg’s endorsement for their products. The particular case of
optician Brennecke suggests that the ‘Hindenburg’ brand was in fact
so valuable that even forgery seemed like a legitimate means to gain access
to it. By 1928 Brennecke’s rival, the Stuttgart-based optician Metzler,
had been producing and distributing a special glasses frame under the
name Hindenburgbrille (‘Hindenburg Spectacles’) for some time. Hindenburg
had even personally agreed to Metzler having his Hindenburg frame
registered as a trademark.⁷⁹ Metzler’s Hindenburg model had been a huge
success:

The Hindenburg Spectacles have quite literally conquered the world, a
fact which is of course a true thorn in our rival companies’ side. Because
our spectacles are linked to Hindenburg’s sacrosanct name, the competition
obviously does not dare to fight our model

the optician informed State Secretary Meissner.⁸⁰ Metzler’s rival Brennecke
consequently employed rather unconventional methods in his quest for the
‘Hindenburg’ brand: when his business delivered one of optician Metzler’s
‘Hindenburg Spectacles’ to the President’s office, Brennecke suggested that
it had in fact been one of his very own models, the Rolandbrille, which the
President had requested. To back up his claim of Hindenburg’s change in
preference, Brennecke began advertising with a photograph of Hindenburg
at his desk, into which his Rolandbrille had been drawn in. The President
took offence at this incident not because both companies had used his name
or image, but because the photograph had been fiddled with. The forgery
had not been authorized and therefore constituted a breach of proper man-
ners and so could be pursued under the unfair competition law of 1909.⁸¹

Whereas there is plenty of evidence to show that Hindenburg exercised
image-control, he did not intervene generally to stop commercial activities
employing his name.⁸² He not only lacked the legal powers to do so,
but there is also no indication that he would have pursued a more rigid
course had the legal framework been different. His staff only ever tried
to stop specific adverts after they had received complaints, but did not
actively pursue banning the ‘Hindenburg’ brand. In the optician’s case, the
President even gave his consent to the Hindenburgbrille being registered as
a trademark, thus effectively handing control over the brand to someone
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else.⁸³ As we can see, Hindenburg did not consider his name or image
being used as a brand as a threat to his own myth.

If anything, Hindenburg’s attitude towards advertising reveals how
relatively limited his attempts to control his own image were, especially
when compared to the Nazis’ later endeavours. He neither objected to his
image being used as an advertising tool in general nor to its use to market
specific products. He did not fear that his image would be cheapened or
sold out by commercial use. Being invoked to promote spectacles and
cough medication clearly implied that Hindenburg was an old man with
frail health. Whilst he avoided wearing glasses at official state receptions by
having his speeches printed in exceptionally large letters, Hindenburg did
not seem to mind that advertisements for spectacles publicized his failing
eyesight.⁸⁴ He had objected to being described as old and fragile in the film
The Iron Hindenburg, but he did not recognize a similar message implicit in
adverts for pharmaceuticals. Tolerating advertisers’ allusions to his age and
feeble health was a far cry from attempts by dictators such as Mussolini or
Hitler to exercise total control over their images—not least by avoiding
being seen as physically weak.⁸⁵

By contrast, the Nazis considered the power of advertising a threat to
the potency of their own ideology. The party was keen to remain in
control of its symbols, such as the swastika or brown shirts, and regarded
their deployment in advertising as undermining and degrading the goals
of the Nazi movement.⁸⁶ This realization had, however, been the result
of a more long-term process. Their ban on the use of Nazi symbols and
Hitler’s image in advertising of 19 May 1933 was partly a reaction to the
wave of Hindenburg adverts, which had flooded Germany in previous
years. After the Nazi seizure of power in January 1933, German businesses
had increasingly begun to use Hitler’s image, and often the President’s and
Chancellor’s image in combination.⁸⁷

Merely three weeks before the ban on advertising with Nazi symbols
was put in place, the District Leader of Propaganda of Greater Berlin,
Walter Schulze-Wechsungen, had written to Goebbels’s newly-established
Ministry of Propaganda complaining about an advertisement placed by
an oil company from Bremen, which praised a particular ‘Hindenburg’
lubricant. According to Schulze-Wechsungen people were offended by the
abuse of Hindenburg’s name for the promotion of lubricant and he urged
the Propaganda Ministry to ‘adopt appropriate measures’ to suppress this
kind of commercial advertising in Germany.⁸⁸



Fig. 5. An advertisement for brandy featuring Hindenburg and Hitler before the
Nazi ban on using their images in May 1933.
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It took some time before this ‘battle against kitsch’ was ultimately won.⁸⁹
In May 1934 the Nazi leadership finally introduced a new law intended to
clarify the legal situation once and for all. In a crucial passage it stated that
images of living persons from public or political life, their famous quotations,
and habits could only be used with their explicit consent.⁹⁰ The Nazis thus
ensured that the Hitler myth, which they rightly held to be a crucial pillar of
their rule, would not be ‘sold out’ or cheapened by its commercialization.
Hindenburg, on the other hand, had been more or less oblivious to such
implications, turning the ‘Hindenburg’ brand into a profitable commodity
that German companies used extensively to their advantage.

∗ ∗ ∗

The portrayal of Hindenburg as an image-oblivious public figure has to
be revised further. In fact, he sought to control the image he projected
to a considerable degree. Whilst much of the Hindenburg worship was
spontaneous—or appropriated strategically by businesses, publishers, and
the film industry for commercial purposes—and not controlled by a single
agent, the cases discussed here highlight his considerable efforts to safeguard
his myth from the top down. Commercial advertising was an exceptional
case, because Hindenburg did not seemingly recognize its cultural and
political implications. The legal situation did not give him much control
over the use of his image for commercial purposes and he did not seek
to extend his control—a condition the Nazis quickly altered in 1933.
When he did have control or when those engaged in the cultural sector
were willing to co-operate, however, Hindenburg readily intervened.
Not least the cases of Paul’s Tannenberg and Beumelburg’s Sperrfeuer um
Deutschland show beyond doubt that Hindenburg and his staff recognized
the significance of film and popular fiction and were keen on guarding his
mythical reputation in both genres.

Much of the political campaigning—and also the branding of Hinden-
burg—relied on the iconography shaped during the First World War.
The successful use of his image in the new media built on the power of
the existing myth—it did not create it. These new media did, however,
contribute decisively to the scope and endurance of the Hindenburg myth
and turned it into much more than a political fashion.

Hindenburg’s iconic status does not just help to explain the intricacies
of his political career, but also hints at the existence of common symbolic



buying the icon 123

ground in German society despite its undeniably entrenched political
divisions—an aspect often overlooked by scholars who stress party political
fragmentation in Weimar or emphasize the iconoclasm of the republican
avant-garde.⁹¹ Hindenburg’s omnipresence in the modern mass media of
film, radio, the illustrated press, and in a new advertising market meant
that his myth escaped strict political dividing lines. Films such as The
Iron Hindenburg and Tannenberg, as well as Beumelburg’s novels, of course,
appealed first and foremost to those nurturing nostalgia for the Wilhelmine
Empire. Readers of the Hugenberg-owned Die Woche, however, were
frequently confronted with images underlining Hindenburg’s republican
role, and those who preferred the pro-republican BIZ, in their turn,
regularly faced coverage of near-regal Hindenburg celebrations and could
not escape visual allusions to the President’s military career. Similarly,
Hindenburg’s radio broadcasts represented shared listening experiences for
millions of Germans. People’s attitudes towards him were therefore not just
shaped by the news coverage of the party political papers; the Hindenburg
myth also played into their leisure time and penetrated the sanctuary
of their homes. Republicans, too, were exposed to—and sometimes
shaped—Hindenburg’s iconic status across various media for two decades.
This had real political consequences, which, in the end, neither the SPD
nor Joseph Goebbels would be able to ignore. Hindenburg’s status as a
national icon had confused the republican campaign against him during the
presidential elections of 1925 and would make republicans more willing to
support his re-election as a bulwark against Hitler in 1932. His mythical
presence across various mass media in the 1920s and early 1930s smudged
the lines between left and right and blurred the boundaries between
cultural entertainment and propagandistic politics. In short, Hindenburg
was a popular icon of Weimar Germany.
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I n April 1926, Carl von Ossietzky, the editor of Die Weltbühne, reviewed
a curious new phenomenon of German political life—the republican

‘Hindenburg Legend’. There was an old ‘Hindenburg-Legend’, Ossietzky
argued, according to which the General had planned Tannenberg in
advance and had exhibited true military genius in 1914. One year after
his inauguration, however, the bourgeois republican press was weaving
new wreaths around his head. According to this blossoming republican
‘narrative’ the President was a superior and gentle head of state, tactful and
able to distinguish good from evil. Republicans had come to regard him as
a cornerstone of Weimar politics, Ossietzky opined.¹

This striking analysis was no polemical reflection of Ossietzky’s growing
frustration with republican politics, but a rather acute political observation.²
Hindenburg’s election in 1925 had come in the wake of a period of
‘relative stabilization’ of German politics and society.³ The country may
have witnessed four different governments within a single parliament
between December 1924 and May 1928, and fought over issues of huge
symbolic importance, such as the colours of the national flag, but the second
half of the 1920s still heralded a significant improvement. Compared to
the deep-seated sense of insecurity created by the political violence and
hyperinflation of Weimar’s early years, and in contrast to the near-civil war
atmosphere and record levels of unemployment between 1930 and 1933,
the Republic’s middle years seemed reasonably stable and peaceful.

Hindenburg endeared himself to republicans not least by backing Strese-
mann’s reconciliatory foreign policy aimed at easing international tensions
and helping Germany to re-gain some of its sovereignty on the interna-
tional stage. In late 1925, a mere half year after his inauguration, Germany
became a signatory to the Treaty of Locarno, which marked a significant
step in the Reich’s return to the concert of European powers. By signing
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the treaty, Germany accepted the status quo concerning its western borders
whilst leaving territorial revision in the east through negotiation open as
an option.⁴ Whereas Locarno was hugely unpopular among the far right,
who denounced it as ‘another Versailles’, Hindenburg’s backing complic-
ated their opposition considerably. ‘It will be impossible to convince the
people that Germany must be saved from its saviour’, the pacifist journalist
Hellmut von Gerlach—an advocate of Locarno—informed the Carnegie
Foundation in New York with relief.⁵

The following year—and despite strong personal reservations—Hinden-
burg gave his consent to Germany’s entry into the League of Na-
tions, an institution German Nationalists despised.⁶ The President had
rejected their repeated attempts to sway him towards a more revision-
ist foreign policy.⁷ Furthermore, he shunned several right-wing candi-
dates for the post of State Secretary in the presidential bureau, which
the right saw as key to exerting political influence in the Republic,
and kept on Ebert’s right-hand man, Otto Meissner, instead.⁸ Although
Meissner—a DDP member until 1926—would move considerably to
the right in the years to come, assuming a political role that went
far beyond the tasks of a civil servant, and would even continue to
serve under Hitler, in 1925, republicans considered his retention as
evidence of Hindenburg’s constitutional loyalty and willingness to re-
main aloof from right-wing influence.⁹ That Hindenburg disappointed
his erstwhile opponents in a positive sense—by not setting out to
implement an openly authoritarian system immediately after taking of-
fice—is crucial for explaining the republican eulogies that so perturbed
Ossietzky.¹⁰

It was tempting to see the embryonic political stability of the mid-1920s,
which, in fact, coincided with rather than resulted from Hindenburg’s
inauguration, as his personal achievement. The political recovery ‘not least
seemed to be founded in the tranquil, confidence-building security origin-
ating from the President’s house’, Ferdinand Friedensburg observed.¹¹ Such
sentiments were not entirely new. Portraying Hindenburg as a ‘refuge’, and
emphasizing the importance of his tranquillity, built upon an older compon-
ent of his mythical narrative which had obtruded during the war and in its
aftermath—that of a ‘rock in the ocean’ providing stability during times of
chaos and insecurity.¹² Because pro-republicans in particular had subscribed
to this layer of the Hindenburg myth, it was easy to interpret the apparent
easing of political tensions after 1925 in a similar framework. By 1927, even
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a staunchly republican organization like the Social Democratic veterans’
league Reichsbanner promoted Hindenburg’s democratic credentials and
openly claimed ownership of the Hindenburg myth.¹³

Nevertheless, Hindenburg’s new republican clothes so admired by demo-
crats could not disguise his anti-democratic convictions entirely. The right
may have been ever more disappointed with the President’s lack of initiat-
ive in overhauling the Weimar constitution, but he nevertheless continued
to lend his weight to numerous right-wing causes, especially those of
symbolic importance.¹⁴ Throughout his presidency he bestowed legitimacy
upon the anti-republican cause by remaining an honorary member of one
of the most explicitly anti-democratic organizations of the Weimar years:
the Stahlhelm. Ignoring all requests from the Interior Ministry to resign
from this nationalist veterans’ league, the President thus publicly endorsed
an organization that openly advocated the overthrow of the very order he
represented and had vowed to safeguard.¹⁵

Furthermore, in 1926 Hindenburg became embroiled in controversy
over the treatment of the former German Princes. In a rare moment
of left unity, the SPD and KPD and their veterans’ organizations had
campaigned for a national referendum on the expropriation of the Princes’
property, to be held on 20 June 1926.¹⁶ Although Hindenburg did not
denounce the referendum in his capacity as President, in a letter to Friedrich
Wilhelm von Loebell he noted that he ‘privately’ hoped for its failure.¹⁷
The letter, which was published in the Deutschen-Spiegel, aroused strong
criticism from the far left.¹⁸ Paul Levi, of the SPD’s Marxist wing, raged
that it ‘bordered on an attempted coup d’état’. It was time for the Vorwärts
and the bourgeois parties to stop twiddling their thumbs, he opined.¹⁹
The mainstream left, meanwhile, was too enamoured with Hindenburg’s
republican correctness to condemn the letter forcefully. ‘Monarchical
schemers’ who had ‘abused’ ‘Hindenburg’s naivety’ were solely to blame
for its publication, Hellmut von Gerlach, amongst others, was convinced.²⁰
Levi, in his turn, was unimpressed by such republican blame-shifting.
‘The feeling of monarchical timidity runs deep amongst contemporary
republicans’, he noted with resignation.²¹

In September 1927, Hindenburg gave German Nationalists further reason
to hope that he was still on their side by endorsing one of their most
important symbolic causes—the refutation of German war guilt as laid out
in the Treaty of Versailles. His speech at the unveiling ceremony of the
Tannenberg Memorial on 18 September 1927 illustrated once more that
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his myth was a keystone in Weimar’s politics of memory.²² In the most
frequently cited passage of his speech, he established a direct connection
between the new commemorative site, the battle of August 1914, and the
Treaty of Versailles:

The Tannenberg National Memorial is first and foremost dedicated to the
memory of those who gave their lives for the liberation of the homeland.
Their memory . . . obliges me to declare solemnly at this site: all sections of
the German people unanimously reject the accusation that Germany was
guilty of unleashing the greatest of all wars! It was not envy, hatred, or the
will to conquer that made us spring to arms. In fact, war was the last resort to
defend ourselves against a world of enemies, resulting in the German people’s
endurance of great sacrifice . . .²³

Hindenburg’s Tannenberg credentials made him the ideal witness for the
prosecution against alleged German war guilt—after all, how could a people
who had experienced weeks of supposedly brutal Russian occupation
and had defended themselves so heroically at Tannenberg have been
guilty of unleashing war? By adding the weight of his authority to the
nationalist narrative of the ‘stab-in-the-back’ in 1919, Hindenburg had
already contributed decisively to codifying German war memory; now he
was taking a firm stand on the so-called ‘war guilt lie’. His intervention
gave fresh impetus to the campaign against the accusation (and thus against
the continued payment of reparations) and received a great amount of
public attention both within Germany and abroad.²⁴ The fight against the
‘war guilt lie’ and the promotion of the stab-in-the-back legend were
decisive factors in hindering the establishment of a democratic consensus
in Weimar Germany and contributed in no small measure to its downfall.²⁵
That Hindenburg—in his capacity as the republican head of state—was
the patron saint of both narratives was decisive. In September 1927, he
implicitly called into question the Republic’s legitimacy and gave an
incentive to nationalist forces to continue the fight against its existence.

In spite of Hindenburg’s endorsements of various anti-republican issues,
the first years of his presidency were a time of increasingly overlapping
open republican and anti-republican Hindenburg worship.²⁶ Whilst the
right had to stomach a series of disappointments, especially in the realm of
foreign policy, Hindenburg still sided with them particularly when it came
to political symbolism. Republicans, on the other hand, were so positively
surprised by Hindenburg’s constitutional stance that they were willing to
forgive him what seemed like no more than anti-republican glitches. As
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Ferdinand Friedensburg, himself a critic of Hindenburg’s character, noted
about republican attitudes in the mid-1920s:

The legendary figure of the old military commander had such allure that
even otherwise clearly democratically inclined people were not capable of
reasoned judgement. They believed that they were dealing with a man
of perhaps limited intellectual strength, but whose character . . . guaranteed
selflessness, loyalty and honesty in simple clarity and steadfastness.²⁷

2 October 1927—Hindenburg’s eightieth birthday

No other event during his first term exemplified the popular scope of
Hindenburg worship as clearly as the public celebrations and eulogies on
2 October 1927, Hindenburg’s eightieth birthday. ‘We honour ourselves
when we honour him. His personality embodies our national aspirations
and holy will,’ wrote the mouthpiece of German big business, Berliner
Börsen-Zeitung.²⁸ Former Reich Chancellor Hans Luther extolled the same
sentiment in a special tribute issue of Die Woche:

A people needs times for rejoicing. Even those whom fate has struck with
the death of the bread-winner, with losing their work, with the obliteration
of their savings through war and inflation also long for a little bit of joy.
. . . And a people needs to have faith in itself . . . And now one can say that
the German people has found itself again in Hindenburg’s name.²⁹

In 1927, just as he had done in wartime, Hindenburg appeared as the
embodiment of Germany itself.

Similar sentiments could be found in the journal of the Reichszentrale für
Heimatdienst (RfH), the government’s press and education department.³⁰
The October issue of Der Heimatdienst was adorned with a printed wood-
carving of Hindenburg’s chiselled and rectangular head and included articles
by various public figures from different sides of the political spectrum—
Hindenburg’s opponent of 1925 Centre Party Chancellor Wilhelm Marx,
Tannenberg memorial architect Johannes Krüger, the DVP’s ex-presidential
candidate Karl Jarres, and SPD politician Gustav Noske among them.³¹

Noske, who, as a member of the Council of the People’s Repres-
entatives and Secretary of Defence from 1919 to 1920, had acquired
notoriety for his role in suppressing the radical left-wing uprisings after
the revolution, took a line that differed from Luther’s praise but was
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no less hagiographic. The extent of Hindenburg’s personal contribution
to Tannenberg had never been an important issue for Social Democrats,
Noske explained. From the SPD’s viewpoint, Hindenburg’s decision to
stay in office after the revolution was at least as laudable as his role at
Tannenberg:

It was merely a gesture and yet served as an imperturbable dam that restrained
and held back the floods which could otherwise have had a devastating
effect . . . Hindenburg at the head of the Supreme Command of the army
flooding home was for officers and men, and no less for millions of people
at home, a reassurance whose importance cannot be measured . . . Even if his
function was only that of a towering symbol, his decision to stay in office
remains a deed of great impact, facilitating the quiet development of things.

Noske’s take on Hindenburg’s role differed substantially from right-
wing—or even bourgeois republican—eulogies. Instead of arguing that the
General had saved Germany in 1914, he emphasized the positive function
his myth had performed in German politics. For Noske, who belonged
to the SPD’s right wing, Hindenburg’s symbolic role as an ‘imperturb-
able dam’ after the revolution and armistice was the true substance of his
historical greatness. He had prevented chaos and facilitated the return to
tranquillity—Noske’s major preoccupation in 1918/19.³² The SPD politi-
cian thus uncovered a layer of the Hindenburg myth that was essentially
Social Democratic—and spelt out its function in no uncertain terms. This
tribute, published in an official government periodical alongside bourgeois
praise of Hindenburg clearly reflects the polyvalence of the Hindenburg
myth in 1927.³³ Far from being a clear-cut icon of Weimar’s anti-republican
right, the President appealed to a much broader political base—and had
done so at various moments since 1914.

Hindenburg’s alleged non-partisanship and popular appeal, mirrored
in the press eulogies, were also on display during the public birthday
celebrations. The scale and layout of the festivities, which the presidential
bureau and the Chancellery (then under Marx’s leadership) planned in
meticulous detail, were intended to turn 2 October into a popular holiday.
The participation of ‘ordinary’ citizens was key.³⁴

The main events of 2 October evolved around a giant festival in the
sports stadium in Berlin’s Grunewald district. The 8 km route leading from
the Presidential Palais to the stadium, along which Hindenburg was driven
in an open car, was lined with members of (first and foremost nationalist)
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organizations that Berlin police had given special permission to participate.
No fewer than 200,000 people watched and cheered Hindenburg’s motor-
cade on its way to and from the stadium. The Kyffhäuser League alone sent
a delegation of 80,000–100,000 war veterans.³⁵

In contrast to the inaugural festivities of May 1925, when police regula-
tions had been far more restrictive for fear of violent clashes, participants
were now allowed to carry musical instruments and flags. The marching
bands with their colourful banners remained in the streets long after the
motorcade had gone and blared out military music and songs such as the
specially composed Hindenburglied.³⁶ The popular scope and audience in-
volvement on 2 October differed equally from the monarchical splendour
of Wilhelmine ritual and the pragmatic, unemotional style of Ebert’s public
appearances.³⁷ Reich Chancellor Marx, who joined the President in his car
on the day, described the experience as among the most beautiful of his
Chancellorship. Years later he would still remember vividly the ‘hurricane
of cries’ and reminisce about how they had been overwhelmed by all
the flowers thrown at them. Hindenburg and Marx, the former political
rivals, even shared jokes about the corpulent women who had thrown their
bouquets with exceptional fervour.³⁸

Only one thousand adult guests were invited to attend the official
celebration at the sports stadium. Instead, 40,000 schoolchildren—about
5,000 of whom were members of various choirs and arranged themselves in
symmetric formations at the centre—made up the crowd. The stonemason
Otto Hitzberger and the Werkbund’s Bruno Paul were in charge of the
stadium’s decorations. Paul was familiar with the Hindenburg iconography
as he had designed a Hindenburg war loan poster in 1917. Hitzberger,
in his turn, would be asked to design the President’s coffin in 1934.³⁹ As
we can see, some of the same people were in charge of shaping visual
manifestations of the Hindenburg myth from Kaiserreich to ‘Third Reich’,
creating a comforting visual continuity.

The children who attended on 2 October had all applied voluntarily.
Berlin’s police actually received twice as many applications from across
Germany as the number the stadium could legally hold: 80,000 in total.⁴⁰
The young were not motivated by the prospect of time off school;
2 October 1927 was, in fact, a Sunday. Celebrations were also staged in
schools on the Friday before or the Monday after the event, providing ample
opportunity to pay tribute to Hindenburg.⁴¹ But given the portrayal of
Hindenburg’s heroic character in contemporary school classes, many young



Fig. 6. Hindenburg during the celebration of his eightieth birthday at Berlin’s sport stadium (1927).
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Germans were eager to attend. While the dynastic emphasis characteristic
of Wilhelmine history teaching was slowly disappearing from Weimar’s
school textbooks, there was still an overwhelming focus on the role of
‘great men’, often entering the realm of personality cult.⁴² The official
government guidelines on the composition of history school textbooks,
in fact, actively encouraged hero worship as a pedagogical ideal both in
elementary and secondary schools.⁴³

Hindenburg featured more prominently in Weimar school textbooks
than almost any other historical figure, rivalled perhaps only by Bismarck.⁴⁴
Accounts of the First World War did not centre on the Supreme Warlord,
Wilhelm II, but often revolved around Hindenburg’s actions at Tannen-
berg and his leadership after 1916. Some books were explicitly based on
Hindenburg’s tendentious memoirs.⁴⁵ Arnold Reimann’s Heldenbuch, used
in German secondary schools from the mid-1920s, constructed its entire
chapter on the First World War around Hindenburg’s wartime heroism. He
appeared as ‘the saviour’ and the ‘nation’s hope’, whose final victory was
thwarted by domestic conspiracy and treason.⁴⁶ During the war, German
pupils learned, Hindenburg had

floated above the ensemble [‘dem Ganzen’], he was above the confusing
impressions of the day; he set the goals, considered, permitted and quashed,
improved and amended, balanced . . . His name resounded throughout the
land⁴⁷

—an account that also sat neatly with Hindenburg’s presidential role
since 1925. The widely-taught book by the pro-republican author Franz
Schnabel equally labelled Hindenburg ‘the liberator’ who deserved praise
for his accomplishments as a strategist and reminded school children of
alleged Russian atrocities in 1914.⁴⁸

The celebrations of 2 October 1927 were limited neither to young
Germany nor to Berlin, however. The events in the Berlin stadium were
also broadcast on the radio. A newspaper from Königsberg reported that the
speeches and songs had sounded so overwhelming ‘in one’s own home that
one was swept along by the enthusiasm gripping the thousand-strong mass
hundreds of kilometres away like an electric shock’.⁴⁹ But far from simply
staying glued to the radio, particularly bourgeois Germans participated in
festivities to a degree not seen again in German provinces until 1933.⁵⁰
Large-scale celebrations were staged in numerous German stadiums and
countless towns witnessed torchlight processions in the evening of 1 or
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2 October.⁵¹ In Düsseldorf 30,000 people visited the local sports arena
above which fireworks drew Hindenburg’s iconic head in the sky.⁵² In
addition, the German National Committee for Physical Exercise hosted so-
called ‘Hindenburg Games’, allowing ordinary Germans across the country
to pay tribute during ‘Hindenburg Regattas’ or ‘Hindenburg Runs’.⁵³
In the northern German town of Rothenburg, local gymnasts assembled
themselves in large human pyramids, upon which they hung photographs
of the President.⁵⁴ The games were a tremendous success, with over 51,000
‘Hindenburg certificates’ and 29,200 Hindenburg pictures being awarded
as prizes for participants across Germany.⁵⁵

The extensive festivities and competitions surrounding 2 October were
complemented by yet another large-scale event. Just as the seventieth
birthday had been used to promote subscription to the war loan, so
a ‘Hindenburg Donation’ accompanied Hindenburg’s eightieth birthday.
Giving money was once more phrased in emotive terms: Hindenburg
deserved the population’s gratitude and asked for a financial contribution
as a ‘birthday present’ for German war veterans and widows.⁵⁶ In an appeal
that could just as well have been published in 1917, the DNVP called on
the German people to prove that they were ‘worthy of Hindenburg’ by
giving generously.⁵⁷

The presidential bureau stressed the non-partisan nature and apolit-
ical character of the enterprise relentlessly—no doubt in order to bolster
Hindenburg’s cross-party appeal and mythical standing, of which impar-
tiality was a key ingredient. Loebell had originally come up with the
idea—probably with the ‘Bismarck Donation’ of 1885 in mind as a role
model—but Meissner quickly made the plan his own and used it to reject
other offers of ‘expensive and raucous celebrations, which can easily take
on a political character’.⁵⁸ The funding drive was a perfect opportunity to
portray the President as a charitable and modest head of state, who was not
keen on standing in the limelight.

Oskar Karstedt, in charge of the donation, ensured that different political
parties issued their respective appeals on the same day and managed to
win the support of rival veterans’ organizations, among them the right-
wing—and anti-Semitic—Stahlhelm as well as the Reichsbund jüdischer
Frontsoldaten.⁵⁹ Raising 7.1 million Reichsmark, the bulk of which had
come from German big business and industry, the Hindenburg Donation
was no overwhelming success. Straightened economic circumstances along
with that summer’s flood disaster in East Germany curbed its success.
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Furthermore, the ‘League for the Construction of the Tannenberg Me-
morial’ had raised funds at the same time, as had the so-called Hindenburg
Dank, a right-wing drive to collect money for the purchase of Hindenburg’s
family estate in Neudeck, East Prussia, which had provided competi-
tion. And yet, ‘ordinary Germans’ contributed 13% of the sum in small
donations.⁶⁰

There was also no escaping the campaign in the weeks and months
leading up to 2 October. The donation was promoted in the papers,
in cinemas, and on the radio, and 200,000 illustrated posters were put
around the country.⁶¹ Street vendors sold 160,000 copies of an illustrated
Hindenburg book on behalf of the campaign.⁶² Furthermore, commercial
publishers and entrepreneurs cashed in on the charitable spirit to get rid of
the remainder of their stocks of Hindenburg products, pretending to donate
a share of their profits.⁶³ In October 1927, Germany was thus flooded with
Hindenburg’s iconic image and numerous Hindenburg-related products
on a scale comparable perhaps only to his visual ubiquity in wartime.

Despite the stage-management of the festivities’ bipartisan veneer, how-
ever, the extent to which they truly rested on popular unity is questionable.
On the one hand, 2 October 1927 was a rare moment of political co-
hesion—both the right and the moderate left willingly displayed their
admiration for the same public figure. The Berliner Börsen-Zeitung, for
instance, was convinced that the crowds of 2 October were representative
of Germany’s ‘masses’ and that no individual political or social group
had dominated—a striking observation given Weimar’s political and social
fragmentation.⁶⁴ Other observers, however, looked beyond such surface
impressions and noted evidence of Germany’s polarized political culture.
In the wealthier neighbourhoods of west and south west Berlin, for in-
stance, the Imperial German flag was the most visible on 2 October. In the
working-class districts of north and east Berlin, by contrast, left-wingers
voiced their disapproval of the celebrations by raising red flags. Only on
public buildings in the centre of the capital did the republican colours really
dominate—a clear sign of people’s differing allegiances.⁶⁵

Count Rüdiger von der Goltz, the radical nationalist leader of the VVV,
also noted the political division along symbolic lines in his essay ‘Rever-
berations of the Hindenburg Days’.⁶⁶ He had been pleasantly surprised by
the nature and scope of the official celebrations and yet, he claimed, the
appearance of unity had been misleading, because ‘[t]he urban landscape
showed the split among our people’. According to the anti-Semite Goltz,
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the names of private citizens raising the colours of Weimar usually gave
away their ‘un-German parentage’. ‘Two Germanies’, Goltz concluded.
‘One must not delude oneself. And the third, Red Germany, had not raised
any flags at all. Three Germanies.’ As such spiteful commentaries show,
the ‘Hindenburg Donation’ may have included Jewish veterans, but the
nationalist right had certainly not altered its views about them.

Nor were Goltz’s observations about the passivity of ‘Red Germany’
entirely accurate. Communists and left-wing Social Democrats in fact
used the occasion to attack Hindenburg and his republican eulogists.
Celebrations were inappropriate, Paul Levi argued, because one should
rather pay tribute to war widows and orphans. ‘And no joyful hymns sound
from the chambers of those left behind or from the graves of the dead’, he
remarked.⁶⁷ Hindenburg’s dictum that the war ‘suited him like a health spa’
was invoked particularly frequently by the far left to expose the President’s
inhumane aloofness.⁶⁸

Communist activists also voiced their dissent in the streets. Although
counter-demonstrations had not been given police permission, the KPD and
its veterans’ league planned elaborate agitprop stunts for the ‘Hindenburg
Days’ in Berlin. They distributed leaflets, hosted ‘comrade evenings’ with
speeches and discussions, and urged party members to raise banners in public
places to create ‘Anti-Hindenburg-Razzmatazz’.⁶⁹ More original agitprop
acts appropriated the style of bourgeois Hindenburg worship—‘flying
agitprop squads’ lined the festive streets with medals made of beer mats
or tin cans, or held up sticks with swedes carved with letters that, put
next to each other, made up anti-Hindenburg slogans such as ‘Cheers to
Hindenburg, Hold out, Shut up’.⁷⁰ Moreover, many Communist slogans
and leaflets were sarcastically phrased as if in praise of Hindenburg. A leaflet
styled as an open letter to Hindenburg at first glance congratulated the
President, but then went on:

Deeply moved, we remember the days when you sent us to the delightful spa
of steel (Stahlbadekur). With frozen gratitude, Your Excellency, our hands,
insofar as they have not been shot or mutilated, embrace yours, which under
God’s protection have luckily been preserved. And so we join in the general
hurrah, even if it may sound a little croaky because of our tubercular lungs.⁷¹

Appropriating mythical rhetoric to contrast the heroic memory of the
war embodied by Hindenburg with the real suffering of its victims was
a powerful means of dissent, which mirrored the extent to which his
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myth dominated Weimar discourse. Only by resorting to quasi-mythical
language themselves could radical left-wingers lay bare the—in their
eyes—increasingly absurd personality cult surrounding Weimar’s second
President.

Even when one leaves aside the radical left, which had never subscribed to
the Hindenburg myth and never would, however, the joint celebrations of
republicans and anti-republicans around 2 October 1927 could not hide the
fact that the wide political gulf between these groups could not be bridged.
In this period of relative stabilization, the unity shown on Hindenburg’s
birthday was equally relative. Hindenburg’s first years in office had not
so much endeared the Republic to anti-republicans as they had endeared
the new President to republican politicians and journalists. The President’s
eightieth birthday was thus a ‘bogus-victory’ for the Republic, but a
significant success for the Hindenburg myth, whose base of support had
broadened considerably since 1925.⁷²

Field Marshal vs. Reich President

Whilst republican and right-wing anti-republican devotion to Hindenburg
momentarily coincided in October 1927, the following years saw the slow
inversion of political fronts. In spite of their palpable disappointment with
the President’s constitutional stance, the nationalist right had held back
open criticism during his first years in office.⁷³ The Pan-German leader
Heinrich Claß would be the first to unravel this consensus. In 1927, the
League had participated in the birthday festivities, but less than a year
later, on 8 September 1928, Claß declared his opposition to Hindenburg’s
politics in a deliberately strongly worded speech in the Saxon town of
Plauen.⁷⁴ The appointment of the Social Democrat Hermann Müller as
Reich Chancellor in June had finally persuaded Claß that the time had
come for the nationalist fight against the Republic to include the President.
‘Everything has become worse since the day Hindenburg took office’,
Claß explained.⁷⁵ Many republican commentators saw the Pan-German
attack as evidence that Hindenburg had indeed switched sides.⁷⁶ More
moderate conservatives, on the other hand, considered it a ‘regrettable’
lapse.⁷⁷ The Plauen speech was a precursor for what was to become the
defining strategy of right-wing anti-republican attacks on Hindenburg: the
rhetorical separation of Field Marshal and Reich President.
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The latter half of 1929 and the early months of 1930 were defined by
public debates over the ratification of a new international treaty on the
payment of German reparations agreed at The Hague in August 1929. The
new agreement was based on a plan devised by the American financial
expert Owen D. Young. It foresaw the payment of reparations for another
59 years, but also made provisions for an early withdrawal of French troops
from the Rhineland (by June 1930), and promised to place the Reichsbank
and Reichswehr back under full German control; it thus represented a
revision of the Versailles Treaty and a decisive step towards full German
sovereignty.⁷⁸ The right-wing parties were nevertheless outraged at the
prospect of the treaty’s ratification. Regarding it as a ‘Treaty of Enslavement’
that would subjugate future generations of Germans, the DNVP, the Nazis,
the Pan-Germans, and the Stahlhelm sought a national referendum to
overturn what everyone called the Young Plan.⁷⁹ The German population
was called upon to vote for what they grandly named the ‘Law against the
Enslavement of the German People’ or ‘Freedom Law’ in a referendum on
22 December 1929. Not only did the envisaged law entail the rejection of
the Young Plan, but it also included the retraction of the war guilt clause
and the liberation of all German territory still under foreign occupation,
and threatened prison sentences for those politicians who signed treaties
with foreign powers designed to ‘enslave’ the Germans.⁸⁰ The right-wing
campaign was a fight against the Republic by proxy, and its real importance
lay in the combined efforts of the disparate right-wing groups that rallied
around a common goal for the first time.⁸¹ The plebiscite itself was far
from successful, however. Only 13.8% of voters voted in favour of the
‘Freedom Law’ in December 1929; over 50% would have been necessary.
After stormy debates the Reichstag finally passed the treaty on 12 March
1930. Hindenburg’s signature on 13 March 1930 made it legally binding.⁸²

Republicans were thrilled by Hindenburg’s signature. He was no longer a
‘Reich President for the Rich’, but had crossed the divide and sided with the
poor, Vorwärts was convinced.⁸³ Other republican papers opined that the
signature confirmed that Hindenburg ‘hovered above the parties’ and that
his name was no longer a ‘name of war’ but a ‘name of peace’.⁸⁴ Georg
Bernhard’s assessment in the Vossische Zeitung, meanwhile, clearly reflected
the fact that the political configurations had changed profoundly since 1925.
Opposing Hindenburg’s candidacy had been a republican right, he opined,
and welcoming the new President in May 1925 had been a republican
duty. But expressing gratitude for Hindenburg’s signature was now ‘a
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heartfelt desire’.⁸⁵ The Frankfurter Zeitung went even one step further when
stating that more reasonable conservative forces had rendered outstanding
services to the Republic by nominating their ‘best man’ in 1925. ‘It was
good that the right and not the left won the presidential elections’.⁸⁶ This
candid admission by arguably the most prestigious republican newspaper
shows with striking clarity how much the Hindenburg myth crossed
Weimar’s deep political fault-lines—albeit without ever actually endearing
his different devotees to each other.

For many of his supporters of 1925, however, his endorsement of
the Young Plan was the most controversial decision of Hindenburg’s
presidency. His signature lay at the heart of the right-wing public debate
before and after 13 March 1930 and reached a further climax when
Hindenburg also signed the second treaty devised at The Hague, the so-
called ‘Polish Liquidation Agreement’ concerning the former property of
Germans on what was now Polish territory and the rights of the German
minority in Poland.⁸⁷ Hindenburg released a detailed explanation for his
decision, which the Reichstag subsequently voted to publicize and put
up in public places in the hope that his reasons would convince even
broader sections of the population of the treaty’s merit. It had been a
difficult decision, Hindenburg explained, but he was now convinced that
the Young Plan was a significant step in the right direction. He had received
many letters urging him personally ‘not to blacken the military leader’s
name by backing the treaty’, but he had learned not to think of himself and
to do his duty. Now it was time for all Germans to leave their divisions
behind and to unify.⁸⁸

As a result, more moderate right-wingers, most notably the Westarp
wing of the DNVP, separated their criticism of the Young Plan from
their verdict on the President. The Kreuz-Zeitung declared that it would
never accept the treaty, regardless of whether Hindenburg had signed it
or not, but would refrain from attacking him personally.⁸⁹ The mouth-
piece of East Elbian conservative agrarian interests, Deutsche Tageszeitung,
followed a similar line. Whilst the paper condemned the grand coalition
government for the treaty, it exonerated Hindenburg personally and was
pacified by his promise to start a large-scale subsidy programme for eastern
German farmers and landowners—the so-called Osthilfe—as compensa-
tion. Some might have preferred the President’s resignation rather than
see his ‘historical name’ tainted, but in order to bring about Germany’s
resurrection, the paper explained, Hindenburg was still ‘indispensable’.⁹⁰
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Count Kuno von Westarp, who had resigned as leader of the DNVP’s
Reichstag party in December 1929 and who would leave the party for
good a few months later as a result of a disagreement with Alfred Hugen-
berg to found the Conservative People’s Party, warned that a debate on
Hindenburg’s acceptance of the Young Plan would ultimately develop
into a debate on his general standing, too. This had to be avoided at
all costs, he urged. Hindenburg did probably not really believe in the
treaty, Westarp opined, but had seen no alternative after the failure of the
referendum.⁹¹

Not all right-wing commentators let Hindenburg off so lightly, however.
For some, 13 March 1930 was the breaking point. Heinrich Claß, for
instance, launched his most forceful assault on the President yet. He was
in the office of the Pan-German Deutsche Zeitung when the news of
Hindenburg’s signature reached him and immediately penned an article
entitled ‘Farewell’. He also made arrangements for the front page of the next
edition to be published with a black ribbon.⁹² Hindenburg’s presidency
had been a continuously worsening ‘martyrdom’ for his old admirers,
Claß explained:

We do not think that any merit is too great to be offset by guilt. This is the
case . . . regarding the Reich President. The admiration, the veneration and
the love that the Field Marshal had earned for his unforgettable deeds . . . have
been called into question through his behaviour at the head of the Reich.
Today, as far as Germans with an untainted national feeling are concerned,
he has completely gambled away the near-inexhaustible trust in him. We will
not forget the deeds of Hindenburg, the military leader . . . But we have to
announce that Hindenburg, the Reich President, we recognize as our political
enemy . . . On this note we bid farewell to the Victor of Tannenberg.⁹³

The article’s content and the front page’s design as an obituary encapsulated
the degree to which Hindenburg’s mythical veneration was part of the
public debate.⁹⁴ Such a retreat to fantasy would have been almost comic, if
myths had not been so potent in Weimar Germany. By announcing the Pan-
German farewell to the President whilst vowing not to forget Hindenburg’s
accomplishments as a military leader, Claß followed the rhetorical separation
between Field Marshal and Reich President he had championed since
1928—albeit now much more unforgiving in his condemnation. Although
this symbolic obituary exemplified a pivotal moment in radical right-wing
attitudes towards Hindenburg, it would not remain the final verdict. Claß
left a back door open—if Hindenburg somehow lived up to his wartime
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credentials again, the President could once again become the rightful bearer
of his own myth. It was this discursive separation between Field Marshal
and Reich President that would enable the radical right to return to the
flock of Hindenburg devotees with ease once he had appointed the Papen
cabinet in June 1932. And it is against the background of this rhetorical
ploy that the inversion of political fronts between 1925 and 1932 has to
be understood. Although nationalist Germans may have come close, they
did not bid farewell to the Hindenburg myth irreversibly, especially not
the less radical conservatives represented by Westarp. They would later be
able to peel away the unwelcome layers of the narrative—Hindenburg’s
alleged contribution to republican consolidation in 1918/19 and after 1925
highlighted by Weimar democrats—to reveal what lay at the core in their
eyes: the trusted Victor of Tannenberg who had embodied German virtues
during wartime.

Hindenburg vs. Goebbels

Towards the end of the 1920s, the Nazi party, which had gained entry
into the circles of the respectable right as a result of the joint campaign
against the Young Plan, began to deploy the established techniques of both
left and right in dealing with the Hindenburg myth as a political force.⁹⁵
During the Nazi campaign for the ‘Freedom Law’, Joseph Goebbels
repeatedly accused republicans of hiding behind Hindenburg’s larger than
life status—an accusation that republicans had also levelled at the nationalist
right in 1925. According to Hitler’s chief propagandist, Hindenburg’s
reputation was being engaged as a ‘backdrop’, a ‘protective shield’, and an
‘amulet’ in order to ward off criticism of the Young Plan.⁹⁶ Furthermore,
he appropriated the strategy of separating Field Marshal and President
deployed by Claß. On 29 December 1929, Goebbels published an article
and a cartoon in his Berlin daily Der Angriff, which would lead Hindenburg
to sue for libel. The cartoon depicted the President watching inertly
while the German people were ‘enslaved’ for sixty years. The caption ran
‘And the Saviour watches’. Under the headline ‘Hindenburg, are you still
alive?’ Goebbels’s accompanying editorial suggested that Hindenburg had
died without anyone taking notice.⁹⁷ Whilst Claß’s later obituary notice
would symbolically bury Pan-German allegiances to Hindenburg, Goebbels
insinuated that the true Hindenburg—the ‘Victor of Tannenberg’—was
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already dead and that the republican head of state was someone else
entirely.

The libel trial that followed provided an enormous—and highly wel-
come—opportunity for Goebbels to generate publicity for the Nazi party.⁹⁸
At the trial in Berlin on 31 May 1930, he was sentenced to a fine of 800
Reichsmark—a far more lenient sentence than the nine months’ impris-
onment the Communist editor Arnim Hauswirth had been handed down
for a similar offence a few years earlier.⁹⁹ Goebbels himself was given time
to make extensive speeches in his defence in the courtroom. He stressed
relentlessly that he had never intended to attack Hindenburg personally or
to question his authority. He had not wanted to criticize Hindenburg in his
capacity as Field Marshal and hero of the First World War, but had merely
aimed at the President’s stance towards the Young Plan.¹⁰⁰ His defence thus
largely rested on the idea that the Reich President and the memory of the
Field Marshal could be justifiably divided. Imposing a comparatively small
fine, Judge Schmitz was seemingly won over by this reasoning: the verdict
certified that Goebbels had been led not by dishonourable motives but
patriotic concerns.¹⁰¹ Naturally, the guilty party was thrilled: ‘Marvellous
propaganda for us . . . Victory all the way’, the future Propaganda Minister
noted in his diary.¹⁰²

When Hindenburg realized that his attempt to safeguard his mythical
image by suing for libel had backfired, he entered negotiations to come
to a settlement that could yet yield his desired result. Hindenburg agreed
to retract his complaint if Goebbels issued a statement emphasizing that he
still recognized the President’s historical merit. After detailed negotiations
between Meissner and Goebbels’s young lawyer Count Rüdiger von der
Goltz, the son of the leader of the Patriotic Leagues, they reached agreement
on the wording of the statement to be published in Der Angriff : Goebbels
would stress that the cartoon and the article had been intended as current
political criticism and that Hindenburg’s wartime heroism was beyond
reproach.¹⁰³ As long as his wartime credentials were left intact Hindenburg
could evidently live with being affronted.

Because the state prosecutor had appealed against the verdict of 31 May,
the President could not stop a second trial being scheduled for 14 August
1930. He did, however, send Goebbels a letter confirming that he personally
regarded the matter as closed.¹⁰⁴ When Goebbels produced this letter to
great surprise at the second hearing—neither the accused nor the President
had notified the prosecutor or judge in advance—it was obvious he would
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be acquitted.¹⁰⁵ Hindenburg had thus aided the Nazis’ chief propagandist in
exploiting the trial as yet another propaganda coup.¹⁰⁶ Just like his manifold
interventions in the cultural realm, Hindenburg’s libel action had clearly
been motivated by concerns over his public image.¹⁰⁷ His readiness to
negotiate an amicable settlement and failure to inform the prosecutor of
the discussions, however, meant that Goebbels’s surprise coup during the
second hearing—producing Hindenburg’s reconciliatory letter—furthered
the impression of a clear Nazi victory, which undoubtedly enhanced the
party’s image of respectability. Hindenburg thus prioritized protecting his
wartime myth over condemning Nazi publicity methods and over not
granting Goebbels unwarranted attention. Hence, the ‘Hindenburg vs.
Goebbels’ episode is further cause to question the notion that Hindenburg
did not worry about his reputation.

∗ ∗ ∗

After the ratification of the Young Plan, the main bracket holding together
the grand coalition had disappeared. Hindenburg had long sought behind
closed doors to remove the SPD from government and to appoint an
essentially anti-parliamentarian and anti-Marxist cabinet.¹⁰⁸ After Reich
Chancellor Müller’s fall in late March 1930, Heinrich Brüning of the
Centre Party formed the first so-called ‘presidential cabinet’. Without
a parliamentary majority, it relied solely on Hindenburg’s powers of
emergency decree. The onset of the era of the presidential cabinets was
a qualitative leap towards turning the Weimar Republic into a semi-
authoritarian system of government.¹⁰⁹ Especially the events of July 1930,
when Hindenburg for the first time dissolved the Reichstag after it had
overturned one of his emergency decrees, made it clear that the presidential
cabinet marked a new departure in constitutional terms.¹¹⁰ Hindenburg had
effectively wrested power from parliament.

His ever-growing political influence and increasingly open unconsti-
tutional stance after March 1930 should have squashed the notions of
Hindenburg as a guardian of democracy and protector of republicanism
that bourgeois republicans and Social Democrats had conceived after 1925.
But in the light of a fragmented Reichstag and a lack of political altern-
atives—and given that Hindenburg had sided with republicans over the
Young Plan as late as March 1930—the image of an ‘imperturbable dam’
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whose presence would prevent the collapse of the democratic state proved
durable.

After the Nazi party had gained phenomenally in the Reichstag elections
of September 1930, making it the second largest party with 18.3% of
the vote, the SPD’s fight against fascism became its top priority. To
this end—and in order to maintain Otto Braun’s ‘Weimar coalition’ in
Prussia—the SPD decided not to back motions of no confidence in the
Reichstag and to tolerate Brüning’s government as a lesser evil. Supporting
Hindenburg’s re-election as a bulwark against Nazism would be a vital
component of this strategy of toleration.¹¹¹

Hindenburg’s first term in office had thus witnessed profound changes in
attitude among his followers and former opponents. Although he owed his
victory of 1925 first and foremost to the moderate to radical right, radical
right-wingers, such as Claß and Goebbels, had temporarily turned their
back on the President by 1930 while republicans had begun to sing his
praise. This striking inversion of fronts had not happened overnight. There
was a considerable, if momentary, overlap of republican and anti-republican
worship, most evident on 2 October 1927 when the festivities were carried
by strong popular participation. The outward harmony on Hindenburg’s
eightieth birthday, however, did not strengthen the Republic for good; the
unity, in fact, sounded hollow.

That the Hindenburg myth nevertheless proved polyvalent enough in
this era of political polarization to attract a diverse band of followers
ranging from right-wing Social Democrats like Gustav Noske to the
NSDAP’s Joseph Goebbels (who still claimed to believe so fervently in
Hindenburg’s wartime heroism) is highly significant. Only when charting
the mythical narrative as a phenomenon with different layers appealing
to different groups—military heroism, victory over foreign occupiers, and
strong leadership on the one hand, and trustworthiness, tranquillity, and
the prevention of chaos on the other—can we begin to understand its
incommensurably broad and enduring appeal. The myth’s multi-layered
nature meant that the radical right could peel off Hindenburg’s republican
coating with ease once he sided more openly with their political aims from
mid-1932. It would also make republicans less perceptive when it came
to recognizing—and holding the President accountable for—the quiet
constitutional takeover after 1930, and it would lead in no small measure
to Hindenburg’s re-election as the saviour of the Republic in 1932.
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The ‘inverted fronts’ of 1932

I n the spring of 1931, Heinrich Claß made a striking prediction about
the political configurations of a future presidential contest. Compared

to 1925, Germans would witness ‘inverted fronts . . . —a truly harrowing
and deeply painful chapter of German tragedy’.¹

The events of the following spring vindicated the Pan-German leader’s
judgement. The two rounds of Weimar’s second presidential elections of
13 March and 10 April 1932 were indeed fought with ‘inverted fronts’. The
SPD, the Centre Party, and the Deutsche Staatspartei (the DDP’s successor
organization)—Hindenburg’ opponents in 1925—joined ranks to bring
about his re-election. Neither the leadership of the DNVP, nor that of the
Stahlhelm, the Pan-Germans, the National Rural League (Reichslandbund),
Germany’s largest and most influential agrarian interest organization, nor the
Patriotic Leagues—all chief campaigners for Hindenburg in 1925—backed
his nomination.² Only two noteworthy parties, BVP and DVP, backed
Hindenburg both in 1925 and 1932. The small Hanoverians, the WP, and
the Young German Order, which had already campaigned for Hindenburg
seven years earlier, also did so again in 1932.³ In addition, the right-wing
Protestant party Christian Social People’s Service, composed of former
German Nationals who had split from the DNVP when Hugenberg took
over, campaigned fervently on his behalf.⁴

At first glance, the results of 13 March and 10 April 1932 were clear:
Hindenburg beat Hitler decisively in both rounds. On 13 March, Hinden-
burg even came close to gaining the overall majority necessary for an
early victory. Although the turnout was slightly lower in the second round,
Hindenburg increased his votes by more than 700,000—most of these seem
to have come from the Stahlhelm’s second-in-line Theodor Duesterberg,
who withdrew from the race after the first ballot.⁵ Whilst a considerable
number of Duesterberg supporters abstained in the second round, the
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Table 2: The election results of 13 March and 10 April 1932

1st Ballot (13 March 1932) 2nd Ballot (10 April 1932)

Ballots cast 37,648,317 36,490,761
Turnout 86.2% 83.5%
Hindenburg 18,651,497 (49.5%) 19,359,983 (53.0%)
Hitler 11,339,446 (30.1%) 13,418,547 (36.8%)
Thälmann 4,983,341 (13.2%) 3,706,759 (10.2%)
Duesterberg 2,557,729 (6.8%) - -
Winter 111,423 (0.3%) - -

Source: Falter, Jürgen W. et al. (eds.), Wahlen und Abstimmungen in der Weimarer Republik: Materialien
zum Wahlverhalten 1919–1933 (Munich, 1986), 46.

majority—roughly 1.5 million—backed Hitler.⁶ The Nazi leader was, in
fact, able to increase his votes by more than 2 million between the first
and second ballot. The remaining 600,000–700,000 or so additional Hitler
votes came from disaffected KPD supporters.⁷

Supporters of the SPD, the Catholic Centre, and the BVP voted for
Hindenburg in record numbers. Hindenburg won an absolute majority in
southern Germany, in Westphalia, and in the Rhineland. Proportionately,
he fared best in Lower Bavaria: 72.3% voted for him there.⁸ In Protestant,
predominantly agrarian areas where Hindenburg had been strongest in
1925, Hitler was disproportionately successful and Hindenburg gained less
than average results. Women, furthermore, voted for Hindenburg in even
greater proportions in 1932 than they had done in 1925. On 13 March
only 44.2% of men, but 51.6% of women backed the serving President;
on 10 April these figures rose to 48.7% and 56% respectively.⁹ This
distribution of votes along gender lines can partly be explained by the fact
that Catholic women tended to follow the official party line of BVP and
Centre more obediently than men, but it is also likely that within the
nationalist bourgeoisie Hindenburg fared better among women, who were
repelled by Nazi violence and who feared a new war in the event of a
Hitler victory.¹⁰

Although the Nazis did not win, their 30.1% of 13 March and 36.8% of
10 April represented significant increases from their 18.3% in the previous
national election.¹¹ Moreover, according to the most recent statistics, half
of the 14.7 million Germans who had voted for Hindenburg in 1925 voted
for Hitler in March 1932.¹² Assuming that all of Duesterberg’s 2.5 million
voters of 13 March had voted for Hindenburg in 1925, less than a third
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of those who had once voted for Hindenburg did so again in the first
round in 1932.¹³ Considering that the SPD, Centre, BVP, and Staatspartei
had jointly polled only 15 million in the previous Reichstag election,
however, Hindenburg’s victory cannot have been entirely the result of
support from his one-time democratic opponents. In the northern German
constituency of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, where local elections took place on
the same day as the presidential contest, for instance, many of those who
voted for Hindenburg cast their ballots for the NSDAP or the DNVP in
the local contest, suggesting that far from all supporters of these parties
were immune to Hindenburg’s appeal.¹⁴ All in all, at least 3.5 million of
Hindenburg’s votes of 13 March must have come from first-time voters,
from the moderate right, or more loyal long-term followers. On 10 April
they even amounted to over 4 million.¹⁵

Nevertheless, a ‘reversal of voter coalitions’ took place between 1925
and 1932—Hindenburg’s one-time supporters now made up the core
of the Nazis’ following.¹⁶ Apart from establishing these raw electoral
statistics, however, the 1932 presidential elections—and especially the pro-
Hindenburg campaigns—have received surprisingly scant attention. The
events are usually treated as an episode in the Nazis’ rise to power.¹⁷
The historiographical focus has been on the Nazi propaganda campaign,
the split between Hugenberg and Hitler,¹⁸ and the breakthrough of the
‘Führer cult’.¹⁹ Scholarship on the Hindenburg campaign has focused either
on Hindenburg’s relationship with Brüning²⁰ or on the organizational
structure of the Hindenburg campaign.²¹ Its style and content, on the other
hand, have not been analysed in any further depth.²² A closer look at the
campaign, however, is important to sketch what motivated voters’ choices
in the early spring of 1932—a notoriously difficult endeavour for want of
opinion polls. The fact that so many of Hindenburg’s former supporters
defected can all too easily lead to the conclusion that his myth was dead
in 1932, that it ‘sounded hollow’ or had to be re-created from scratch.²³
Had republicans, especially the SPD, supported the serving President only
as the ‘lesser of two evils’ and had the right thoroughly turned against him,
one would have expected a complete absence of mythical rhetoric from
the campaign.²⁴ Strikingly, however, the Hindenburg myth was not only
at the heart of the pro-Hindenburg campaign but also a central feature
of the debates raging within the nationalist organizations, a fact which
merits a re-examination of notions of clear-cut republican pragmatism and
whole-hearted nationalist disaffection in 1932.²⁵
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The genesis of Hindenburg’s second candidacy

Hindenburg’s seven-year term was due to end in April 1932. The possibility
of adjourning the election and granting him a second term or appointing
him for life by parliamentary vote had been debated since the previous
year. The discussion was nudged by moderate conservatives, such as
Artur Mahraun of the Young German Order and Count Kuno von
Westarp.²⁶ Keen on avoiding a bitter electoral contest at a time of economic
crisis—in February 1932, a record number of 6.1 million Germans were
unemployed²⁷—and near civil war, Centre Party Chancellor Brüning,
whose party had nominated Wilhelm Marx in the 1925 elections, but
whose government Hindenburg had supported with emergency decrees
since 1930, made the plan of appointing the aged President for life his
own.²⁸ Hindenburg had declared in early January that he would only
tolerate communist opposition and expected an election committee as
far to the right as possible.²⁹ Alfred Hugenberg and Adolf Hitler, the
self-proclaimed leaders of the ‘national opposition’—whose support was
crucial to the success of Brüning’s endeavour—however, were reluctant
to co-operate with the Chancellor.³⁰ They had been bent on bringing his
government down for some time. On 11 and 12 January 1932 respectively
they informed him of their final denial of support.³¹ An election had now
become unavoidable.

The cross-bench mayor of Berlin, Heinrich Sahm, had begun to put
together a supra-party re-election committee in January and, after receiving
the official go-ahead, set a press campaign in motion.³² Because Hindenburg
would not agree to being nominated by a political party, he needed the
signatures of 20,000 eligible voters to secure his nomination. Sahm urged all
newspapers to display official lists people could sign in their salesrooms in
early February. The appeal mobilized considerable public support—three
million signatures in just four days.³³ In a separate move, Westarp con-
vinced 430 prominent conservative figures—many of them retired officers,
civil servants, theologians, and business leaders—who had backed the
Field Marshal in 1925 to sign a statement of renewed support.³⁴ Despite the
republican parties’ leading role in promoting the re-election, the appearance
of a supra-party candidacy—vital to Hindenburg’s agreeing to run—was
therefore upheld. To reinforce this message of non-partisanship, the Sahm
Committee was dissolved. In its stead the ‘United Hindenburg Committees’
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took up their headquarters at Berlin’s upmarket Hotel Continental under
the chairmanship of the industrialist Carl Duisberg, a man with an impec-
cable conservative record; Sahm moved to the background and, to keep
nationalist voters on side, the SPD was encouraged to ‘march separately’
during the campaign.³⁵

On 15 February 1932, with all prerequisites for a supra-party campaign
in place, the 84-year-old President decided that he was willing to face the
public vote on 13 March. In the vein of his long-term rhetoric highlighting
his commitment to dutiful service, Hindenburg announced the next day
that it would have been irresponsible to ‘leave his post’ at a difficult time.
He considered running his ‘patriotic duty’.³⁶

‘The most loyal opposition’

Whilst republicans and moderate conservatives rallied around the President,
his decision to stand was deeply controversial among many of his former
voters. Naturally, Hindenburg was disappointed with their defection. His
son Oskar and Otto Meissner helped him to draft a statement he sent
to some of his old acquaintances who had voiced unease about his
candidacy, among them retired war hero August von Mackensen and
General Karl von Einem.³⁷ Hindenburg accused the Nazis of attempted
blackmail and insisted that he was not the SPD’s candidate. He also
expressed his disappointment with the Stahlhelm in no uncertain terms. The
organization’s behaviour had nothing to do with his personal understanding
of ‘loyalty’, he complained bitterly. Styling himself as a martyr in the
vein of Jesus, he declared melodramatically that he would prefer ‘the
Passion of personal attacks’ to forcing Germany down the ‘Passion of civil
war’.³⁸

In response to this explanation, Einem urged Hindenburg to understand
the Stahlhelm’s campaign for Duesterberg as an expression of the ‘most
loyal opposition’ (‘allertreueste Opposition’), a ‘tragic duty of conscience’.³⁹
This ambiguous stance towards their revered hero of Tannenberg was
emblematic for many of Hindenburg’s former followers. Unable to support
the President, a result of his sanctioning of Brüning’s politics and his co-
operation with the treacherous ‘November criminals’ of the SPD, they ran
a rival candidate. But they still felt a deep-seated sense of loyalty towards
the ‘Victor of Tannenberg’, which was not easily destructible.
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Those representatives of nationalist organizations who chose to support
Hindenburg often faced heated reactions from ordinary members. Friedrich
von Berg, Wilhelm II’s last Chief of the Civil Cabinet, who had issued
a public statement of support for Hindenburg, was forced to resign after
12 years as leader of the Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft (DAG) following
extensive internal protests against his decision.⁴⁰ Other members of the
17,000-strong organization had sided with Berg. In East Prussia, several
women’s organizations affiliated with the DAG and the DNVP signed
a pro-Hindenburg appeal in defiance of their male counterparts.⁴¹ The
nomination was similarly controversial within the bourgeois conservative
DVP. Although it avoided open co-operation with the SPD, some local
leaders and many ordinary members left the already-weakened party as a
consequence of its pro-Hindenburg stance.⁴²

Within Germany’s largest veterans’ organization, the Kyffhäuser League,
responses were particularly impassioned.⁴³ Its leader, the retired General
Rudolf von Horn, had issued a public statement of support for Hindenburg
in the organization’s newspaper. Whilst insisting on the League’s ‘apolitical’
character, Horn concluded with a clear pro-Hindenburg appeal: ‘Let
us old soldiers place in our revered honorary president the trust he
deserves and display the loyalty he has shown us. Let us not abandon our
Hindenburg!’⁴⁴

Following a heated internal debate, Horn was forced to clarify his stance
soon afterwards. The President had demanded to know whether the old
soldiers would remain loyal to him, and giving such a pledge of loyalty was
self-evident, he argued. Horn did not believe in the merit of the ‘most loyal
opposition’. It was impossible to pledge loyalty on the one hand and to
support another candidate on the other, he declared in a leaflet distributed
to all members.⁴⁵

Horn’s explanations did not manage to appease all veterans. Over several
weeks he had to endure harsh personal attacks and was eventually forced
to give up his post.⁴⁶ Many of the League’s members had written to
him or bombarded their local veterans’ organizations with letters and
phone calls as soon as the first rumours of a pro-Hindenburg appeal
appeared in the press. Many resigned.⁴⁷ Whilst some simply bemoaned
procedural technicalities, many letter writers reflected on their feelings for
Hindenburg. These avowals of support and dissent are important sources
to understand what motivated right-wing voters in 1932.⁴⁸ Tackling the
complicated issue of loyalty towards Germany’s most venerated war hero,
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one Dr Gruhl from Dresden opined: ‘Loyalty is purely an emotional
feeling, which is no good as a basis for politics’, and a retired Captain
Lieutenant from Falkenau complained that Hindenburg had committed a
‘breach of trust’ by co-operating with the left.⁴⁹ Berlin-based Kurt Zoepke
went further when invoking the spectre of alleged left-wing treason in
1918/19 in accusing Horn of having ‘stabbed the national front in the
back’.⁵⁰

For many veterans, taking a stance against the mythical Hindenburg was
not as straightforward, however.⁵¹ They often reverted to separating the
‘Field Marshal’ and ‘Reich President’—thereby appropriating a technique
championed by Claß and Goebbels since the late 1920s, a technique which
also lay at the heart of the right-wing campaigns in 1932. A veteran from
Heidelberg explained that although he had taken part in the celebrations
of Hindenburg’s eightieth birthday in Berlin in 1927 and had campaigned
at numerous pro-Hindenburg rallies in 1925, he was convinced that the
President did not represent the veterans’ interests. Field Marshal Hinden-
burg was the Kyffhäuser League’s honorary President, not Reich President
Hindenburg, he argued.⁵² In the same vein, another veteran from Berlin
wrote:

As an old front fighter who faced the bullets at Tannenberg and in other
battles I tell you this, and I do not stand alone: ‘Respect for the character
of Field Marshal von Hindenburg, but not a single vote for Reich President
von Hindenburg!’⁵³

Horst Vollmers from Berlin had even stronger qualms. ‘Deep in his soul’
he ‘thoroughly regretted’ not being able to remain loyal to ‘the man who
saved our German Fatherland from the Russians during the war’. He had
always admired Hindenburg, but the President had now deserted him.⁵⁴

Paul Puls from Western Prignitz was more forthcoming in his praise for
chairman Horn. ‘It is our holy duty not to let our Hindenburg down’,
he wrote and attached a text hailing the Reich President as the ‘leader
now and forever’.⁵⁵ A retired officer from Bavaria was equally supportive.
He had spoken to numerous of his Bavarian comrades, most of whom
had expressed their regret at the failure of the German officer corps and
the old soldiers to unite behind their Field Marshal. Hindenburg was
generally regarded very favourably in Southern Germany, he reported.⁵⁶
Ordinary members of the Kyffhäuser, in fact, reacted strongly not only
to Horn’s support for Hindenburg, but also voiced their disapproval of
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hostility towards Horn. Some members still utterly devoted to Hindenburg
even chose to resign from the League.⁵⁷ Joachim Tiburtius from Berlin,
for instance, accused the rival Stahlhelm of betrayal. Hindenburg had been
loyal to the organization and had protected it against many attacks for seven
years, an expression of loyalty now repaid by running a rival candidate, he
opined.⁵⁸

Some of the reactions to a speech Hindenburg broadcast on national
radio on 10 March 1932, outlining his reasons for running again and
urging all Germans to unite, equally reflect the resonance his myth still
had among many of his ordinary followers. Kurt Hilbert, a teacher from
a small village near Halle, reported how he and twenty or so of his
neighbours had gathered in his living room to listen to the wireless; it had
been a true ‘happening’ in their eyes, he wrote in a letter to Hindenburg
immediately after the broadcast. There was still such a thing as ‘German
loyalty’, he assured the President, and promised that all listeners of that
evening would remain faithful to him just as he had been faithful to them
all this time. People in remote villages were grateful for Hindenburg’s
‘sacrifices’, Hilbert pledged. The whole event so moved him that he had
to cancel his plans for the rest of the evening.⁵⁹ Hindenburg’s speech had a
similarly strong effect on Ellinor Elbertshagen from Berlin. She also sent a
letter that same night. She described how she had been sitting in front of
a picture of Hindenburg whilst listening to his speech, condemning those
parts of the German people she felt had brought shame on themselves for
breaching their loyalty to the President. She in her turn would always
remain loyal to Hindenburg, she pledged. ‘Hindenburg remains Germany’s
saviour’, Elbertshagen wrote and, putting the quasi-religious aspect of her
devotion onto paper—thereby echoing Hindenburg’s own references to
his martyrdom—went on: ‘2,000 years ago the saviour was also crucified,
but he still succeeded.’⁶⁰

As we can see, the theme of ‘loyalty’ was far from absent from the
1932 campaign. Hindenburg’s mythical veneration still shaped perceptions
to a large extent. Voting, for many, did not mean exercising a demo-
cratic right, but became an expression of loyalty or treachery. Just as
a truly devout person would not question her religious beliefs in the
event of a tragedy, devotees like Ellinor Elbertshagen would never have
questioned Hindenburg’s authority. Even those who turned their backs
on Hindenburg, however, often did so reluctantly and amidst crises of
conscience.
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Campaigning against Hindenburg

This double-edged stance of the ‘most loyal opposition’ was mirrored
throughout the campaign of DNVP and Stahlhelm. Unwilling to support
Hitler because of inner rivalries within the Harzburg Front, the Stahlhelm
had nominated Duesterberg in the hope that his candidacy would enable
the organization to tip the scales towards Hindenburg or Hitler in a likely
second round.⁶¹ The organization, however, promised a ‘chivalrous fight’
against Hindenburg, ‘the symbol of a great and glorious past, which we
wish to preserve for the future.’⁶² The chief editor of the Fränkischer Kurier,
which had supported Hindenburg in 1925 but now backed Duesterberg,
invoked the ‘crises of conscience’ many of his readers faced in an article
and in a letter to the presidential bureau:

Do you think that the decision has been easy for even one of us . . . to
defy our obedience to your name, whose sound we followed faithfully and
blindly without regret into the drumfire of the greatest of all wars? Days
of most severe internal agony lie behind us . . . We have only managed in
the knowledge that the name Hindenburg in terms of this candidacy is
separate from the Hindenburg idea. Our farewell to the Reich President is
accompanied by the slogan ‘Long live the Field Marshal’.⁶³

Clarifying their stance towards Hindenburg—and trying to square their
continued veneration with running a rival candidate—dominated the anti-
Hindenburg campaigns of the nationalist organizations. The Hugenberg
press and the Stahlhelm newspaper constantly stressed that the fight against
the despicable ‘system’ was the top nationalist priority. They regretted
the decision, but personal feelings of loyalty could only be of secondary
concern, articles insisted.⁶⁴ The omnipresence of this theme suggests that
the DNVP and Stahlhelm believed that a considerable number of Hinden-
burg’s long-term supporters still harboured feelings of great admiration
and indebtedness. In East Prussia, where feelings of gratitude towards the
‘Hero of Tannenberg’ were rooted deeply, the conservative Ostpreußische
Zeitung published a front-page article entirely concerned with the meaning
of ‘duty’ to ease its readers’ conscience. The national opposition fulfilled
a ‘necessary duty’ by rejecting Hindenburg’s candidacy. Whilst honouring
the ‘historical figure of the Field Marshal’, the article stated that Hinden-
burg’s course (of supporting Brüning) was wrong and that people’s primary
duty was to the nation.⁶⁵ The press affiliated to the influential National
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Rural League followed a similar line. The association admired Hindenburg
as much as in 1925, an Upper Silesian paper argued, and was loyal to
him as a military leader and ‘German man’, but unable to follow him as
President.⁶⁶

Whereas DNVP and Stahlhelm relied first and foremost on Hugenberg’s
press empire to promote Duesterberg’s candidacy, the Nazis sought to
lead Hitler to victory by other means. The party leadership hoped that
Hitler would triumph over Hindenburg as early as the first round of
voting.⁶⁷ Although the effectiveness of the Nazi propaganda campaign
should not be exaggerated, they did launch a massive media crusade;
the whole country was saturated with pamphlets, rallies, and theatrically
orchestrated appearances of Nazi leaders. No fewer than 30,000 party-
sponsored meetings took place throughout the Reich and 8 million Nazi
leaflets were distributed.⁶⁸

Since the presidency could only be won by a broad-based electoral
breakthrough, Hindenburg’s lasting veneration in the moderate right-
wing constituencies in which Hitler hoped to gain ground was a crucial
factor Nazi campaign strategists had to take into account. Harsh personal
attacks against him were unlikely to resonate. A confidential memor-
andum Goebbels sent to all local party leaders in early February therefore
stressed that the main thrust of the campaign should be aimed at the
Weimar ‘system’. At all party gatherings the presidential race was to
be portrayed as an existential struggle of the German Volk. The joint
‘bourgeois-social democratic’ candidate—simply labelled as ‘y’ in the cir-
cular, because Hindenburg’s candidacy had not been announced officially
at the time it was written—was the enemy, Goebbels stated. The Nazis’
fight was

not to be directed against the personality of y, but rather against the system
he represents. This system has to be fought most vigorously with all means
available, whereas the personality of y should only be mentioned in the
second instance.⁶⁹

Not quite the ‘most loyal opposition’, but still a strikingly tame approach
considering the party’s traditional ruthlessness in dealing with political
opponents and their attacks on Theodor Duesterberg as a ‘half-Jew’.⁷⁰ Local
party leaders followed the official line. Most ‘Nazi speakers emphasized the
NSDAP’s complete admiration for Field Marshal v. Hindenburg’, a police
report from northern Bavaria observed.⁷¹
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The Nazis, in fact, recycled many elements of the republican campaign
of 1925 in their quest for the presidency.⁷² Attacking those allegedly
‘pulling the strings’ behind Hindenburg’s candidacy was a strategy of both
the Volksblock in 1925 and the Nazis in 1932. As Goebbels noted in
his diary on 24 February: ‘The system is hiding behind the towering
figure of the Field Marshal!’⁷³ Visually, this line was evident in a cartoon
printed in the Nazi magazine Die Brennnessel in early March. The colourful
full-page caricature depicted a Jew, a Bolshevik, and a capitalist playing a
game of cards in a backroom shielded from the public eye by a giant mask
with Hindenburg’s rectangular features—the caption underneath stating ‘A
dishonest game behind an honest mask’. In 1925 a republican poster, in its
turn, had shown right-wingers acting under the guise of a giant Hindenburg
mask. Both posters identified Hindenburg’s larger-than-life reputation as
a political asset that covered up more sinister machinations. Implying
that Hindenburg was politically innocent, both posters condemned the
exploitation of his mythical status, but not his veneration itself.

His Nazi opponents also engaged with the themes of ‘loyalty’ and
‘duty’ to Hindenburg. On 18 February, Goebbels explained his own
understanding of ‘duty’ to the readers of Der Angriff: ‘Duty means showing
the German people what a brazen game is being played with Hindenburg.
Duty means using the presidential elections for a historical reckoning with
the regime of 1918.’⁷⁴ Five days later he repeated this mantra even more
forcefully. No one intended to deny Hindenburg’s great wartime merit,
but it was important to emphasize that ‘The Hindenburg of Tannenberg
is a different Hindenburg to the one of the Young Plan. The former
deserves our greatest admiration, the latter we will challenge.’⁷⁵ And
challenge he did. In a Reichstag speech of 23 February Goebbels announced
that Hindenburg was praised by the ‘deserters’ party’, the SPD. His
comments sparked such outrage among republican delegates that the
debate had to be suspended. The pro-Hindenburg press was equally
incensed.⁷⁶ Although this was no doubt the most forceful attack on the
President during the campaign, Goebbels nevertheless stressed in a letter
to Groener—and also in his diary—that he had not intended to offend
Hindenburg but to criticize Brüning and the SPD.⁷⁷ Generally speaking,
Nazi campaigners trod a fine line between dismissing Hindenburg’s political
credentials and carefully aiming not to scare off those who held him
in high esteem. Hitler himself was especially careful not to overstep
the line.⁷⁸



Fig. 7. Nazi cartoon: ‘A dishonest game behind an honest mask’ (1932).
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The Nazi press’s increasing emphasis on Hitler’s experiences at the front
suggests that the party’s propagandists felt the need to counter Hindenburg’s
lasting reputation as a great military leader with an image of Hitler as an
equally—or even more—heroic ordinary soldier in the hope that this
would resonate with rank-and-file veterans and their families.⁷⁹ Wilhelm
Weiß invoked the memory of the ‘community of the front’ in the Völkischer
Beobachter, and claimed that one should respect the Field Marshal, but trust
the front soldier Adolf Hitler.⁸⁰ Along similar lines, Der Angriff contrasted
Hindenburg’s Tannenberg fame with Hitler’s experiences at the front.
It was very convenient to invoke Tannenberg in an attempt to revive
Brüning, Goebbels’s daily stated. ‘Not a word against the General’s glory
of Tannenberg, but it is no greater than the glory of the unparalleled
German front soldiers.’ According to Goebbels, a picture of the ‘Victor
of Tannenberg’ could be found in a prominent place in every German
parlour, but the Nazis were not to blame for the fact that the President had
not been able to secure a place in the hearts of the German people, too.

It is a fact that one cannot speak of the ‘Victor of Tannenberg’ when referring
to the Reich President. The two concepts are a whole world apart . . . We
have to leave the General of the Masurian Lakes out of it, otherwise this
image, which is untouchable to us, will also be debased as emotional junk by
the tabloid press.⁸¹

Backtracking considerably from his confrontational Reichstag speech a
few days earlier, Goebbels thus salvaged the untouchable core of the
Hindenburg myth while slating Hindenburg’s republican role. He would
not have pursued this course, had he not believed in the continued power
of the mythical narrative or subscribed to it himself.⁸²

Whereas the combination of attacking Hindenburg’s presidential politics
and praising his character overtly was a decisive feature of their campaign
up to 13 March, the Nazis toned down their rhetoric even further in the
second round. The emphasis was now explicitly on targeting bourgeois
voters and women, who had supported Hindenburg in record numbers on
the first ballot. Aggressive campaign tactics were not bound to resonate
with these groups.⁸³ But the Nazis revised not only their campaign themes,
but also their propagandistic methods, which had been fairly conventional
in the first round.⁸⁴ Their defeat on 13 March, and the fact that Hindenburg
had announced an ‘Easter Truce’ from 20 March to 3 April during which
public campaigning was banned, effectively limiting the second campaign
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to just one week in early April, meant that they had to wage their second
battle with greater force.⁸⁵ To reach as many people as possible directly, the
Nazis staged Hitler’s first Deutschlandflug—‘flight over Germany’. Setting
off from Munich on 3 April in a Junkers D-1720 enabled Hitler to speak at
23 mass rallies within merely seven days—compared to 12 rallies in 11 days
in the first round.⁸⁶ It also provided the party press with a subject to cover
extensively on a daily basis. Countering Hindenburg’s long-term image as
a saviour, the ‘flight over Germany’ and its coverage presented Hitler as
a political messiah, floating above Germany just as he allegedly towered
above the fray of party politics.⁸⁷

The flight was undoubtedly a massive media event and helped to foster
the Hitler cult in the long run. The Nazi presidential campaign, however,
was by no means more advanced or more modern than the Hindenburg
campaign. Especially the technical equipment at the Nazis’ disposal was
quite primitive.⁸⁸ Film played no significant role before 1933 and whilst they
made extensive use of the radio after 1933—promoting a Volksempfänger in
every home—Nazi politicians were barred from speaking on the wireless
before 1933.⁸⁹ Whereas Hindenburg, Brüning, and other politicians used
broadcasting quite openly as a campaign tool, Hitler was not granted
access to the medium.⁹⁰ In spite of the spectacular nature of the ‘flight
over Germany’ and the sophistication of Nazi propaganda after 1933, the
presidential election campaign illustrates the fact that, in 1932, the NSDAP
was not yet a propagandistic role model. Quite the reverse—the Nazis
did not just generally seek inspiration in the left’s propaganda, but would
also copy ideas from the Hindenburg Committees in subsequent electoral
contests, such as the use of loudspeaker cars.⁹¹

Campaigning for Hindenburg

From the outset, the United Hindenburg Committees envisaged a highly
modern campaign. A four-man working committee, consisting of the
former Reich Chancellery’s State Secretary Franz Kempner as well as
Günther Gereke, Count Westarp, and retired Major-General Detlof von
Winterfeld, was in charge of advertising for the campaign.⁹² They in-
tended not just to rely on conventional methods of voter mobilization
such as posters, pamphlets, and public rallies, but also to employ the
most sophisticated techniques of mass propaganda, including film and
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the ostentatiously apolitical radio.⁹³ The campaign, which altogether cost
7.5 million Reichsmark—and thus one million more than the Nazis’
campaign—was financed largely from donations by prominent German in-
dustrialists, such as Carl Duisberg of the I. G. Farben, Tilo von Wilmowksy
of the Krupp Empire, and Carl Friedrich von Siemens.⁹⁴

The committee placed great emphasis on the impartial appearance of the
campaign; propaganda strategists had to operate as invisibly as possible in
order to project an image of a candidacy carried by the will ‘of the people’,
Kempner wrote in a detailed memorandum on the campaign’s advertising
strategy.⁹⁵ He considered visual propaganda essential to Hindenburg’s
success: 80,000 picture posters were necessary to saturate Germany, he
estimated. Additionally, a slide of Hindenburg’s image was to be shown in
4–5,000 cinemas.

The actual proportions of the campaign dwarfed even Kempner’s gen-
erous early estimates. In the week before 13 March, over 100,000 picture
posters were put up in all parts of the country. 3 million illustrated leaflets
were handed out and up to 30 airplanes dropped a further 10 million
leaflets on smaller towns and villages. No fewer than 21 million leaflets
had already been distributed by various means in previous weeks.⁹⁶ In Ber-
lin, numerous advertising pillars were entirely covered with Hindenburg’s
image, and oversized posters featuring merely his iconic head were put
up on prominently located traffic islands in the capital. Over 130 banners
spanned the city’s busy streets and its landmarks such as the Brandenburg
Gate, which simply stated ‘Vote for Hindenburg’ or ‘Only Hindenburg’.
At night so-called miracle letters were projected onto the cloudy sky,
calling on the population to cast their vote for the serving President.⁹⁷
1,500 German cinemas showed the Wochenschau with moving images of
Hindenburg in their daily programmes, which had been compiled by Fox
and the SPD-affiliated company Emelka.⁹⁸ Furthermore, the propaganda
film Einer für Alle! was regularly shown in over 200 cinemas throughout
Germany.⁹⁹ Hindenburg’s campaigners considered sound recordings of his
voice and sound films especially important to counter questions concerning
his frame of mind, mental ability, and physical stamina.¹⁰⁰ The Reich
President’s radio speech of 10 March 1932, in which he defied the attacks
against him and stressed that his candidacy transcended party boundaries
and was motivated only by his sense of duty and loyalty, was crucial in
this respect.¹⁰¹ In order to prevent the broadcasting of any possible slips
Meissner, who took a role in the campaign so active it was irreconcilable
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with the duties of an ‘apolitical’ civil servant, made sure that Hindenburg’s
speech was first recorded on a gramophone record—and not broadcast live
as millions of listeners were made to believe.¹⁰²

The United Hindenburg Committees further hired 15 large cars equipped
with loudspeakers and drove them through no fewer than 1,200 German
towns and villages. Typically, they played a gramophone recording of
a statement Hindenburg read as well as military marches. The crews
handed out campaign leaflets, and carefully chosen speakers gave speeches
directly catered to the local audiences from the back of their lorries.¹⁰³
According to the reports the drivers sent back to Berlin, their methods
were highly effective. Within minutes of the vehicles appearing in vil-
lages, people opened their windows and quickly streamed into the streets,
surrounding the cars and tearing leaflets from the crews’ hands. Record-
ings of Hindenburg’s voice proved especially effective—as soon as the
gramophone record was played from the open cars even his political op-
ponents were silenced, an allegedly average report from the campaign trail
noted.¹⁰⁴

The Hindenburg campaign also relied heavily on the press. Representat-
ives of the Hindenburg Committees met regularly with newspaper editors
and tried to win them over in private conversations.¹⁰⁵ In addition, WTB
provided a Materndienst—a centrally run service offering ready-made art-
icles and illustrations—free of charge.¹⁰⁶ Edited by Paul Steinborn, a former
employee of the Berliner Tageblatt, this service was especially important in
wooing people in the countryside and in small villages where rallies were
less likely to take place and posters could not be so easily distributed. The
effectiveness of this service meant that the election coverage was remark-
ably similar in newspapers across Germany and often emphasized events in
Berlin.

To reach less educated sections of the electorate, especially those voters
who did not regularly read the traditional party press, the campaign placed
special emphasis on spreading Hindenburg’s message in the illustrated
papers. On the Sunday before the first round of voting, the Hindenburg
Committees agreed a contract with many of the big publishing houses to run
special Hindenburg editions with illustrated supplements. 1,187 local papers
followed suit.¹⁰⁷ This particular ready-made page on offer from WTB was
an illustrated report on a typical day for ‘Hindenburg at work’. It featured
pictures of the Reich President in military uniform, in civilian clothes
during a morning walk with his grandchildren, and images of the traditional



Fig. 8. Photograph of a Hindenburg election car in Berlin (1932).
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New Year’s reception of the diplomatic corps. The accompanying text
provided readers with more or less intimate knowledge—how much mail
Hindenburg received every day, when he usually got up, and how much
he had loved his now deceased Alsatian Rolf.¹⁰⁸

Hindenburg’s propagandists did not have to coin a new iconography in
1932, but could rely on the imagery employed by German propagandists and
in commercial advertising since the war. Some of the same graphic designers
worked for the Hindenburg campaigns of 1925 and 1932, ensuring visual
continuity¹⁰⁹. Just like the war loan posters of 1917 and the ‘saviour’ poster
of 1925, the campaign posters of 1932 often featured only Hindenburg’s
head on a bright background with a catchy slogan such as ‘Vote for our best’
or ‘With him’.¹¹⁰ Other posters and leaflets—even those commissioned by
Social Democrats—invoked the famous nailing statue of wartime Berlin.
One depicted the President in monumental fashion with a military coat,
his hands resting on a sword. Playing to fears of renewed hyperinflation
as a consequence of the world economic crisis, the caption read ‘Vote
Hindenburg, the saviour of the mark.’¹¹¹ Another featured the 84-year-old
as a youthful Atlas, complete with inflated muscles and loincloth.¹¹²

The Hindenburg Committees’ Berlin headquarters also commissioned
and distributed numerous brochures targeting different groups of voters.¹¹³
For the second round, Westarp and others compiled a booklet directly
aimed at former Duesterberg supporters with the title ‘Hindenburg and
his voters of 1925’. Only Hindenburg’s candidacy cut across the social,
regional, and ideological divisions that had become so deeply entrenched
in Germany’s national life, Westarp argued, and he praised the President’s
‘steadfastness and courage in the face of fire’ that had served him so
well at Tannenberg.¹¹⁴ A brochure aimed at Catholic voters named ‘To
our Hindenburg’ focused on the Reich President’s conservative social
record—images of him with his children, leaving Sunday Communion,
and visiting orphans featured prominently and were intended to resonate
with family-orientated Catholics.¹¹⁵

Furthermore, the propagandists stationed in Berlin distributed briefing
papers for campaign speeches to local offices. Long lists provided arguments
with which to counter potential Nazi lines of attack—on Hindenburg’s
age, on his signing of the Young Plan, his family’s and employees’ political
affiliations, and on the Weimar parties’ support for his re-election.¹¹⁶ Such
material frequently invoked the image of Hindenburg as a political saviour:
he had freed East Prussia from the Russian threat and had liberated the
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Rhineland from military occupation by means of clever diplomacy.¹¹⁷ He
was portrayed as the only man who could salvage Germany from otherwise
certain civil war, the only German who guaranteed stability in foreign
policy, and as the ‘guarantor of Germany’s future’.¹¹⁸ Edgar Julius Jung,
one of the leading young right-wing intellectuals of the ‘Conservative
Revolution’, who had already campaigned for Hindenburg in 1925, picked
up these themes in essays written during the campaign. Although of course
he did not favour Hindenburg as a saviour of republicanism, he promoted
him as a saviour from the ‘chaos of Weimar’, a ‘legendary’ figure who
would ultimately bring about Germany’s renewal.¹¹⁹ Along similar lines,
the Protestant nationalists of the Christian Social People’s Service endorsed
Hindenburg as the god-given national leader and urged their supporters to
follow his calling faithfully.¹²⁰

Reich Chancellor Brüning was especially prolific in stylizing Hindenburg
as a mythical hero to whom voters owed gratitude.¹²¹ He was a symbol of
strength and unity, and every vote against him was a negation of the will
to unity, Brüning argued during his speeches at the Reichstag and at other
venues such as Berlin’s Sportpalast and Dortmund’s Westfalenhalle.¹²² The
DVP equally phrased its Hindenburg support in mythical language. The
party’s youth organization, evocatively named Hindenburgbund (Hindenburg
League), declared that it looked up to the Reich President in admiration
and would fight for him with burning hearts. Whilst emphasizing its
opposition to the Brüning government, the party leadership also described
Hindenburg as a national role model.¹²³

Whereas the DVP, the Catholic Centre, and BVP had no reservations
about casting themselves as Hindenburg’s most loyal servants, the SPD
press phrased much of its pro-Hindenburg campaigning in defensive and
rational terms.¹²⁴ For the Social Democrats, Hindenburg was primarily the
lesser of two evils, a choice necessary to guarantee the survival of Weimar
democracy and to defend the republic against the fascist onslaught until the
Nazis lost momentum and the economy recovered.¹²⁵ The party leadership
believed that Hindenburg was the only person who could salvage the
Republic.¹²⁶ In the weeks leading up to the first round of voting Vorwärts
regularly featured bold headlines telling voters to ‘Vote for Hindenburg,
beat Hitler!’¹²⁷ Hammering home the point that Hindenburg was the
only candidate who could accomplish this, Vorwarts told its readership:
‘And if you don’t do it out of love, do it out of hate’—hate for the
‘Fascists’.¹²⁸
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The Iron Front, an anti-fascist alliance of SPD, Reichsbanner, the trade
unions, associations of white-collar workers, and the Workers’ Sports
Organizations, also campaigned massively on Hindenburg’s behalf. Since
its foundation the previous December the Iron Front had been pursuing a
more radical approach to political agitation than the SPD by emulating the
symbolism of street politics, hitherto a domain of Nazis and Communists.¹²⁹
On 6 March 1932 the organization staged the first large-scale Hindenburg
rallies across Germany. No fewer than 100,000 people attended the largest
one in Berlin.¹³⁰ The diplomat and eloquent chronicler of Weimar politics,
Count Harry Kessler, could not help but note his astonishment at witnessing
the organization’s efforts:

Iron Front demonstration for Hindenburg in the Lustgarten. A mass of
people and a forest of red flags, putting the black-red-gold colours in a
distinct minority. Odd, this Red demonstration on Hindenburg’s behalf. I
had to think of what he said to me in 1917 in Kreuznach when David and
a few other Social Democrats congratulated him on his birthday—that he
was quite popular with the comrades and would soon have to acquire a red
beret.¹³¹

Kessler’s observation touched upon a key factor of the SPD’s support
for Hindenburg. Despite the initial reluctance of the party’s left wing to
vouch for him in February, the history of the SPD’s co-operation with
Hindenburg was, in fact, a long one.¹³² His mythical initiation had rested
on a defensive battle against the Social Democrats’ arch-enemy, Tsarist
Russia, and this, along with his co-operation during the revolution and his
constitutional stance since 1925, had won over many Social Democrats.
Carlo Mierendorff, for instance, a left populist and leading member of
the Iron Front, was convinced that Hindenburg ‘symbolized legality’.¹³³
As a result of such conviction, not all SPD activists resorted to entirely
defensive rhetoric during the campaign. Whilst Carl Severing and Ernst
Heilmann, the head of the SPD delegation in the Prussian parliament, joked
privately that they could only vote for Hindenburg after downing a shot of
schnaps, Reichstag President Paul Löbe employed language more commonly
associated with nationalist Hindenburg devotees when invoking the theme
of loyalty during a rally in Rostock.¹³⁴ He described Hindenburg as an
upright man whose ‘loyalty’ over the years the Social Democrats would
now repay—by voting for him in the elections.¹³⁵ This did not sound
like a strictly negative consensus on the ‘anti-Hitler’ Hindenburg. Minister
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President Otto Braun—a particularly exuberant Russophobe in 1914 and
one of Hindenburg’s strongest advocates in the SPD—equally opted for
a more positive justification of the SPD’s support for Hindenburg.¹³⁶ The
Prussian politician, who was positioned on the party’s right flank, did not
try to hide the ideological and political differences between Hindenburg
and the SPD in his Vorwärts article ‘I vote for Hindenburg’, but emphasized
that the President was a man of good judgement and personally respectable
and that this integrity unified the SPD with him to a large extent. Moreover,
he hailed Hindenburg as the embodiment of ‘continuity’, of ‘masculine
loyalty’, and ‘dutiful service’. He would uphold this judgement even after
1945.¹³⁷

Such statements show that while excluding Hitler from office was no
doubt the Social Democrats’ chief aim, their campaign was not conducted
entirely along defensive lines, but fell back on invoking Hindenburg’s
mythical qualities on various occasions. Since Social Democrats had long
seen in Hindenburg an ‘imperturbable dam’ against the forces of chaos
and destruction, as Noske had phrased it in 1927, it was only a small
step towards counting on him as a bulwark against Nazism. Heinrich
Brüning, for one, who had to downplay his cooperation with the SPD in
1932, was convinced that the party campaigned fervently for Hindenburg’s
re-election as a result of their ‘belief in the Hindenburg myth’.¹³⁸

If Social Democrats were ready to resort to mythical rhetoric, this came
even more naturally to the liberal bourgeoisie. Prominent left-leaning liberal
journalists, such as Theodor Wolff, Julius Elbau, and Ernst Feder, employed
first and foremost moral and emotional—not pragmatic—categories when
discussing Hindenburg’s re-election. They frequently referred to him as a
‘monumental figure’ and a ‘symbol’.¹³⁹ Theodor Wolff, who—although
he was critical of Hindenburg’s conservative politics—had promoted
and defended his Tannenberg glory since August 1914, again invoked the
memory of the battle in glowing terms in 1932.¹⁴⁰ He accused the President’s
right-wing opponents of having committed a ‘breach of loyalty’, and singled
out the ‘abhorrent’ ‘apogee of ingratitude’ of the East Prussian aristocracy:

Have these gentlemen forgotten that Tannenberg is in East Prussia? Have
they forgotten how, in August 1914, the East Prussian people fled from the
Russian bands, how the villages burned, how the cities were bombarded, how
a cry of despair went through the country, and how they themselves feared
for their possessions, until Hindenburg appeared, saved East Prussia, and how,
instead of a cry of despair, the gratitude to the liberator resounded?¹⁴¹
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Julius Elbau, editor of the Vossische Zeitung, equally resorted to mythical
rhetoric in an article entitled ‘The Marshal of Peace’. The millions of votes
cast for Hindenburg on 13 March showed the gratitude of all reasonable
people for the ‘deed of the leader who (. . .) has once again sacrificed his
glory to salvage the country from civil war and self-destruction’, Elbau
exclaimed.¹⁴²

This Hindenburg fervour of liberal campaigners was no aberration on
their part—an inexplicable temporary clouding of their judgement by
the ‘banal’ and ‘sentimentalist’ Hindenburg myth which none of their
‘critical contemporaries’ subscribed to.¹⁴³ These highly educated and acute
republicans did not resort to the rhetoric of myth because they had lost
touch with reality. Quite the reverse—because they expected their readers
to respond and because they had also subscribed to layers of the mythical
narrative since 1914 they invoked it effectively to promote Hindenburg’s
re-election. Their backing rested on belief as well as calculation.

If it had exclusively been the ‘weak bracket of opposition to Hitler’ that
united Hindenburg’s supporters in 1932, as Andreas Dorpalen, amongst
others, argued, they could have chosen any other politician willing to run
against the Nazi leader.¹⁴⁴ Only Hindenburg’s public image, however, was
polyvalent enough in 1932 to unite a heterogeneous political front ranging
from conservative monarchists, such as Count Westarp and the young
conservative intellectuals of the ‘Conservative Revolution’ to the Catholics
of Centre and BVP, and the Social Democrats, as well as trade unionists
represented in the ‘Iron Front’. One person’s saviour from Weimar might
have been another’s saviour of Weimar—but a saviour nevertheless.

∗ ∗ ∗

As a case in point, many commentators attributed Hindenburg’s victory
to his continued mythical veneration. With hindsight, campaign manager
Günther Gereke, who would serve as Reich commissioner for job creation
in Hitler’s first cabinet, admitted openly to deploying the ‘old Hindenburg
myth’ to garner electoral success.¹⁴⁵ The Republic had been strengthened,
Hitler’s ‘spell’ broken, and much of the Nazis’ nimbus destroyed, many
papers were convinced.¹⁴⁶ According to the DVP’s Nationalliberale Korres-
pondenz ‘[i]t was a victory of personality, of this great German name, of
just will, and selfless service to the fatherland’.¹⁴⁷ With an echo of 1925,
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the DDP’s Demokratischer Zeitungsdienst praised Hindenburg’s victory as the
‘salvation’ in times of crisis and catastrophe.¹⁴⁸

It was not only his supporters, however, who cited the Hindenburg
myth as a reason for his victory. Carl von Ossietzky, who, sceptical of
the ‘lesser evil’ strategy of the SPD, had backed Ernst Thälmann, equally
emphasized the role of personality:¹⁴⁹

Indeed, no political thesis or programme has triumphed. Only a very famous
old man has . . . Hindenburg has triumphed, a piece of legend, a heroic
frame onto which anyone can clamp whatever colourful web of illusions he
desires.¹⁵⁰

Even if the future Nobel laureate underestimated the President’s own role
in filling this ‘heroic frame’, as it soon turned out, his hesitation to see in
Hindenburg a vigilant and dedicated defender of the Republic was certainly
justified.

The Nazi press, meanwhile, downplayed the original aim of seizing
the presidency and argued that Hindenburg’s victory had been a foregone
conclusion. The party’s gains since September 1930 were the real success,
Der Angriff opined after the first round.¹⁵¹ In the same vein, Goebbels spun
the outcome of 10 April as a ‘powerful victory’ for Hitler and did not even
mention Hindenburg in his leading article after the second ballot.¹⁵² The
Nazis had indeed achieved an important goal. The ‘Führer cult’, which
had hitherto been the property of a small group of die-hard supporters,
achieved a breakthrough on the national stage, giving the party additional
momentum for the forthcoming regional elections in Prussia and Bavaria
and the Reichstag elections in July.¹⁵³

Nevertheless, this was, above all, a symbolic success. The real victor
was Hindenburg. He had been confirmed for another seven-year term,
and his re-election would make him the final arbiter of Hitler. Less than
a year after being elected as a bulwark against Nazism, Hindenburg would
install his former rival in the Chancellery. Without the unremitting appeal
of his myth in 1932, he would ultimately not have been in a position
to do so.



8
‘The Marshal and the

Corporal . . .’

S ince Brüning’s formation of a presidential cabinet, orchestrated by
Hindenburg and his entourage in March 1930, Germany had slowly

been transformed from a parliamentary democracy into a semi-authoritarian
state. Because the political parties in parliament were blocking and paralys-
ing each other, Hindenburg was able to interpret and use his far-reaching
constitutional powers extensively and rigorously. Power had thus shifted
in favour of his ever-expanding authority and extra-parliamentary actors,
especially the Reichswehr and bureaucracy.¹

When Hindenburg dismissed Heinrich Brüning, his chief campaigner of
the spring, in May 1932, this was in large part because of the Chancellor’s
failure to mobilize enough right-wing support in the presidential elections.
Not least because his successor Franz von Papen could no longer count on
the toleration of the SPD, Brüning’s departure heralded a new phase in the
dissolution of Weimar democracy.² The Centre Party politician Papen was
considerably further to the right and sought to cement Germany’s authori-
tarian character by means of the kind of far-reaching constitutional reforms
many on the right had hoped for when Hindenburg was first elected in
1925. A significant step towards this ‘new state’ was achieved on 20 July 1932
when Hindenburg backed Papen’s decision to dissolve the Prussian govern-
ment, the last federal government comprised of the ‘Weimar parties’.³ The
Social Democrat Otto Braun—who had helped to campaign for Hinden-
burg in the spring—was dismissed as Minister President, and Prussia was
placed under executive control.⁴ Hindenburg thus helped to wrest political
power from those who had supported him as a guardian of parliamentary
democracy a few months before. These developments did not, of course, go
unnoticed among Hindenburg’s democratic supporters of the spring, and
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initially began to sap some of the trust they had invested in him. Given
the lack of political alternatives, however, republican criticism remained
deliberately muted.⁵

The Reichstag elections of July 1932 made the Nazis the strongest party,
with 37.4% of the vote. As a result, Hitler pursued an all-or-nothing policy,
refusing to enter a cabinet unless he was made Chancellor. Hindenburg,
however, declined to appoint the ‘Bohemian corporal’.⁶ When Hitler
repeated his demands in a meeting with the President on 13 August,
he was flatly rebuffed. The presidential bureau immediately published a
communiqué portraying the interview as a humiliating defeat for Hitler,
indicating that the President had put the Nazi leader in his place once and
for all.⁷ Hindenburg’s reputation as a bastion against National Socialism was
thus safeguarded for the time being, and the non-Nazi press overwhelmingly
lauded him once more as the ‘guardian of the constitution’.⁸

When Hindenburg turned 85 two months later, much of the press praised
his political wisdom.⁹ Only the Social Democrats felt unable to join the
celebrations, because, as the Vorwärts explained, their long-term political
opposition to Hindenburg had finally turned into ‘human disappointment’
after the events in Prussia in July.¹⁰ By contrast, the Deutsche Zeitung, which
had buried the President symbolically two years earlier now featured a
framed etching of Hindenburg on its cover. Brüning’s dismissal and the
dissolution of the democratic government in Prussia had again endeared the
President even to a radical like Claß.¹¹ The Frankfurter Zeitung meanwhile
conceded that Brüning’s departure had shocked many of those who had
voted for Hindenburg in March and April. For most democrats this had
been no reason to revise his image, however. ‘The same people who reject
Papen do not feel hindered from believing in Hindenburg, in spite of
everything that has happened’, the left-liberal daily observed. ‘The people
view Hindenburg as the representative of their best virtues’—simplicity,
straightforwardness, and a mighty sense of duty that his ‘broad-shouldered’
and ‘upright body’ still personified.¹²

This unquestioning faith was also evident among Catholic Germans. In a
joyless period of economic, political, and social crisis, the Germania argued,
Hindenburg floated in an elevated sphere. He was ‘still—and today more
than ever—the refuge of the people’—a status ‘not easily shaken by political
activity’, the paper observed.¹³ Georg Schreiber, a prominent Centre Party
Reichstag deputy from Westphalia, outlined this stubborn adherence to
the Hindenburg myth in a brochure written soon after Brüning’s dismissal.
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The swiftness of the President’s decision had alienated some of his voters,
Schreiber admitted, but supporting the President remained the right course:

A nation cannot afford the luxury of condemning itself to naked poverty
and indefinite political disunion when it comes to recognizing its great
leaders . . . So the name Hindenburg shall persist in its monumental greatness.
We do not even think about burning what we worshipped yesterday.¹⁴

As we can see, for many, debunking the Hindenburg myth was not an
option. His veneration clearly had its own momentum and persisted in the
face of disappointment.

After their massive gains in July, the Nazis had seemingly passed their
zenith in November, when they lost over two million votes in the national
elections. Especially conservative middle-class Germans were repelled by
Nazi violence and the socialist elements and preferred a more traditional
authoritarian government.¹⁵ The German parliamentary system, however,
remained paralysed after the November elections. By the winter of 1932/33
a cabinet with a parliamentary majority had still not been formed and the
Nazi leader had at least signalled his willingness to compromise regarding
the composition of a possible cabinet under his leadership, so that his
appointment began to look like an increasingly viable option.¹⁶ Crucially,
General Kurt von Schleicher, who had succeeded Papen in December, had
not succeeded in splitting the Nazi party and forming a joint government
with the Strasser wing of the NSDAP. Hindenburg and his advisers
therefore increasingly believed that appointing Hitler was the only choice
other than declaring a state of emergency.¹⁷ A military dictatorship would
of course not have saved German democracy at this stage, but at least it
would have kept open the possibility of eventually re-establishing it. Most
importantly, however, it would have avoided appointing Hitler, whose
party may have lost momentum following its first setback in November.¹⁸
Hindenburg, however, shied away from authorizing a state of emergency.¹⁹
Instead, the President followed Papen’s reasoning that even as Chancellor
Hitler would be dependent on his presidential authority and could be
kept in check. After much backroom politicking, Hindenburg dismissed
Schleicher and, on 30 January 1933, appointed Adolf Hitler as Chancellor
of Germany. In this new cabinet of ‘national concentration’, three Nazis
were ‘fenced in’ by nine conservatives, but—crucially—the Nazi leader
had behind him a dynamic mass party with a paramilitary wing comprising
hundreds of thousands of members.²⁰
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Even if Hitler’s appointment did not mean that Hindenburg sanctioned
the type of dictatorship Nazi Germany would eventually become—not
to mention the crimes committed in its name—the fact that he was
not a democrat at heart and favoured Nazi rule in January 1933 was
highly significant. The NSDAP had always been instinctively closer to
Hindenburg than, for instance, the Social Democrats, with whom he had
also cooperated—more or less reluctantly—in previous years. As much as
the growing public support for the NSDAP since 1930 may have made
Hitler’s eventual appointment seem a foregone conclusion, the role of
personality also mattered in the fall of Weimar democracy.²¹

Hindenburg had begun to dig Weimar’s grave by hollowing out
parliamentary democracy in the era of the presidential cabinets. Yet
he—although open to including Hitler in a ‘national cabinet’ in a more
junior role since at least the summer of 1932—had not been ready to
appoint the Nazi leader as Chancellor. When that changed in January
1933, Hindenburg became an undertaker of the Republic for whose sal-
vation many on the left and the centre had re-elected him less than
a year before and whose inception his authority had helped to ease in
1918/19. That a significant number of republicans had been swayed by his
allure and stubbornly clung to their beliefs even when the President had
already turned his back on Weimar was a key piece of this puzzle. The
Hindenburg myth was a factor in the Republic’s demise that should not be
underestimated.

30 January 1933

On 30 January 1933, the Nazis celebrated Hindenburg’s ‘big-hearted
decision’ to appoint Hitler with grand torchlight processions through
central Berlin, creating enduring images of the Nazi ‘seizure of power’.²²
In the evening of that Monday between 20,000 and 60,000 SA men
marched past 73 Wilhelmstraße where Hindenburg watched from the
first floor. The police beamed a searchlight onto his illuminated win-
dow so that the passers-by could see him observing the proceedings.²³
The scene was also filmed, and within days German cinema audiences
relived the event; in the years to come the images would be recycled
repeatedly in Nazi propaganda films, casting 30 January as a date of secular
importance.²⁴
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The Nazi press highlighted Hindenburg’s integral role on the day. The
‘aged Field Marshal’, who had appointed the ‘young leader’, Adolf Hitler,
had ‘greeted the SA pennants’ on this ‘historical day’:

Thousands of arms were stretched towards him, and thunderous cries of hail
surged towards the walls of his palace . . . Hundreds of thousands of beaming
eyes looked up to the illuminated windows of Wilhelmstraße where the
Reich President and the new Chancellor—visibly moved—stood to receive
the nation’s pledge of loyalty with gratitude²⁵

Der Angriff reported with exaggerated pathos. Hitler and Hindenburg
looking out of two separate buildings was styled as a show of agreement
and unity.²⁶

From the outset, Nazi propagandists portrayed Hindenburg’s decision to
appoint the Hitler cabinet as the expression of a personal bond between the
two men. Whilst engaging fervently and systematically in furthering the cult
of Adolf Hitler, the Nazis never attempted to oust Hindenburg from the
public stage, and Hitler himself consciously refrained from projecting his
image in competition with that of Hindenburg. The polarity of these two
figures—symbolized in their running against each other in the presidential
elections less than a year before—was dissolved into harmonious unity after
30 January 1933.

During this first phase of Nazi rule, Nazi propaganda carefully incor-
porated Hindenburg into its imagery, most notably in the run-up to the
parliamentary elections of 5 March.²⁷ In a climate of fear created by the
intimidation of Communists and Social Democrats, and the unrestricted
terror of the SA in the streets, the Nazis relied on several posters depict-
ing ‘The Marshal and the Corporal’ together.²⁸ They showed sketches of
Hindenburg in his Prussian Field Marshal’s uniform and Hitler in brown
shirt shaking hands whilst hovering above a sea of flag-bearing SA men,
or cut-out photographs of Hindenburg’s and Hitler’s faces placed side by
side, usually completed with a caption that called on the people to follow
the President’s example and place their trust in Hitler. Just as German
companies had used Hindenburg to suggest his endorsement of a particular
brand throughout the 1920s, he was now being engaged as a product tester
of a different kind. The posters clearly aimed at transferring to the Nazi
party some of the trust voters had previously invested in Hindenburg.

While these early posters differed in some ways considering their
artistic style and imagery, they were near-identical in one important



Fig. 9. Nazi poster: ‘Never will the Reich be destroyed if you are united and
loyal’ (1933).
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respect: all of them showed Hindenburg to the left of Hitler and his
head—or body—always as slightly elevated. Read like a text—from left
to right—this clearly conveyed the notion that Hitler was Hindenburg’s
mythical successor and had been appointed by Hindenburg’s authority.
Hindenburg was also incorporated into future Nazi ceremonies so that
German cinema audiences were treated to a constant flow of images of
their President and Chancellor together.²⁹

A week after the March elections, from which the Nazis had again
emerged as the strongest party, with 43.9% of the vote, the President
took part in a Volkstrauertag ceremony in Berlin’s Neue Wache.³⁰ He
appeared in military uniform whilst Hitler arrived in a long dark coat
and civilian clothes. The literary scholar Victor Klemperer, who visited a
cinema around this time, considered the images of the day a revelation of a
kind not anticipated by Nazi propaganda.³¹ As he noted in his diary—one
of the most valuable records of daily life in Nazi Germany:

Hindenburg in front of troops and SA men . . . When I saw him filmed about
a year ago: the President . . . walked somewhat stiffly, but quite firmly and
not at all slowly . . . an old but vigorous man. Today: the tiny, laborious steps
of a cripple. Now I understand it all: . . . I am now completely certain that
Hindenburg is no more than a puppet, that his hand was already being guided
on 30th January.³²

Klemperer reacted to Hitler’s appointment by convincing himself that
Hindenburg could not have been in his right mind, that he did not know
what he was doing on 30 January 1933; guided by ill-intentioned advisers
he had brought Hitler to power and was now a marionette.³³ Those
in close contact with Hindenburg at this time overwhelmingly testified
that—though increasingly fragile—his mental capacity did not deteriorate
until shortly before his death in the summer of 1934.³⁴ Nevertheless, people
joked that Hindenburg constantly confused his aides with Ludendorff and
Hitler with Brüning, mistook the marching SA men on 30 January 1933 for
Russian prisoners captured at Tannenberg, and readily signed any random
piece of paper within reach.³⁵ These were new variations of much older
interpretations of Hindenburg, which had surfaced, for instance, during
the election campaigns of 1925 and 1932—of Hindenburg as a ‘mask’,
or a ‘puppet’, a well-intentioned and honest old man, who was not to
blame for the actions of those behind him. And just like the rumours
about Hindenburg’s death or illness circulating within Germany towards
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the end of the First World War, these political jokes mostly stopped short
of vilifying the President.

At the same time and in spite of this perceived weakness, Hindenburg
remained a last resort—a protective shield or lifesaver—for some of the
Nazis’ opponents and victims, a source of hope for resistance at the eleventh
hour against the increasingly oppressive Nazi dictatorship.³⁶ Especially the
liberal bourgeois press frequently invoked the President as the guardian of
the constitutional spirit and asserted that he would never willingly break
his oath.³⁷

Throughout 1933 and 1934, Hindenburg’s office also received numerous
Eingaben from different organizations, many of which had campaigned for
his re-election in 1932. Stressing their loyalty and veneration, figures such
as Leo Löwenstein of the Jewish veterans’ league Reichsbund jüdischer
Frontsoldaten and Theodor Leipart of the association of German labour
unions (ADGB), appealed to Hindenburg to stop the Nazi terror.³⁸ With
the exception of his intervention to exempt Jewish war veterans from the
law banning all ‘non-Aryans’ from the professional civil service in April
1933—a decision that should not be mistaken as evidence of his general
opposition to the social exclusion of Jews—Hindenburg passed most of
the other matters onto Hitler, thus helping to seal the fate of those who
hoped for his protection.³⁹

The ‘Day of Potsdam’

Whereas Klemperer had been disillusioned with his cinematic exper-
ience of the Volkstrauertag, Goebbels was enthused by the event he
had orchestrated and—clearly warming to Hindenburg after being made
Minister of Propaganda on 13 March—felt ‘lucky . . . to know that this
old, towering man . . . is above us’. ‘Hitler and Hindenburg. Symbols of
youth and of old age, which have shaken hands in these two men’, he
noted excitedly in his diary.⁴⁰ The scenes of 12 March were probably
his source of inspiration for one of the most notorious propagandistic
productions of the early years of Nazi rule—the opening of the new
Reichstag after the March elections. Christened the ‘Day of Potsdam’
by the Nazi press, the festivities were a carefully orchestrated display of
the supposed historical links between National Socialism and the Prus-
sian past.
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Because the Reichstag had been damaged in the arson attack in February,
the ceremony took place at Potsdam’s Garrison Church. Built during the
reign of the ‘Soldier King’ Friedrich Wilhelm I, who was buried there
along with his son, Frederick ‘the Great’, the church was of great symbolic
significance.⁴¹ Planned in meticulous detail by Goebbels, the ceremony was
intended to ‘continuously mobilize those sections of the population who
had not voted for the Nazis in the March elections’ and to associate Hitler’s
‘young Germany’ with both the values of the Christian tradition and the
Prusso-German military legacy.⁴² Originally scheduled to take place in early
April, the event was moved forward to a more symbolic date—21 March
1933, the first day of spring and the 62nd anniversary of the opening of the
first German Reichstag in 1871.⁴³

On the day, hundreds of thousands of visitors streamed into Potsdam,
from the early hours of the morning. The whole town had been decorated
with the Imperial and new swastika flags; numerous street vendors sold
insignia in the new national colours, many shop owners displayed pictures
of Hindenburg and Hitler in their shop windows, and banners flew
across countless streets reminding passers-by of the day’s official motto,
the last two lines of a poem by Max von Schenkendorf written during
the wars of liberation: ‘Never will the Reich be destroyed—if you are
united and loyal’ (‘Nimmer wird das Reich zerstöret—wenn ihr einig
seid und treu’).⁴⁴ After Hindenburg arrived in Potsdam his motorcade
drove around the city centre and the park of Sanssouci for some time,
giving masses of people the chance to catch sight of him. The Deutsche
Zeitung conveyed the audience’s sense of excitement in near-messianic
terms:

The cars are not yet in sight, but the thunderous reception is getting closer,
it is becoming stronger, louder. ‘Hindenburg is coming, Hindenburg is
coming!’ Necks are craned, nervous twitching among the masses of people.
The first flags are waved, people are breathing more quickly. Then the tension
is relieved like an electric shock . . . Boundless jubilations begin: ‘Cheers for
Hindenburg! Cheers for Hindenburg!’ Again and again it resounds.⁴⁵

When Hindenburg reached the Garrison Church, members of the SA and
other nationalist organizations lined the adjacent streets. Wearing his full
Field Marshal’s uniform, he took their salute. Hitler, on the contrary, wore
a frock coat and top hat just as he had done for the Volkstrauertag—a
get-up aimed at winning over bourgeois Germany. The Nazi leader thus
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styled himself as the humble, obedient statesman who was to receive the
great military leader’s blessing.⁴⁶

Hindenburg and Hitler were the focal point of the whole ceremony.
Seated in giant armchairs below the altar, they stood up one after the other
to give speeches to the gathered Reichstag delegates (with the exception of
the KPD’s and SPD’s deputies who had been banned from the ceremony
or abstained) and other official guests. The President invoked the old
German values he had represented for nearly twenty years—piety, dutiful
work, bravery, and patriotism—and which had allegedly defined Prussia
and brought about German unification in 1871. According to Hindenburg,
the new government equally represented these values.⁴⁷ Meanwhile, Hitler
flaunted his newfound humility. Stressing the need for German unity on
the path to resurrection, he expressed his gratitude to Hindenburg for
‘blessing’ the Nazi cause and acting as the ‘patron of the new movement’.
His blessing had ‘consummated the marriage between the symbols of the
old greatness and the new strength.’⁴⁸ After Hitler’s speech, Hindenburg
rose and entered the crypt where the Prussian Kings were buried alone, to
lay wreaths at their tombs. In the words of the Deutsche Zeitung, this was
the moment when through this ‘living link’ the ‘great historical deeds of
the two Fredericks’ and the ‘new Germany resurrected from darkness and
deepest humiliation’ ‘became one’.⁴⁹

After the wreath-laying, Hitler and Hindenburg shook hands inside the
church—representing the Nazi leader’s coronation and symbolizing the
‘marriage’ between the Prussian past and the National Socialist future, a
signal not only devout Christians understood.⁵⁰ The ‘Day of Potsdam’ did
not end there. On his way back to Berlin, Hindenburg stopped at the Palace
in Charlottenburg to lay a wreath at the tomb of Wilhelm I. Jubilant crowds
lined the streets along the way. When he finally reached his residence in
the early afternoon, even larger crowds awaited his return.⁵¹ The same
evening, major torchlight processions were staged in the German capital
and in small villages throughout the country.⁵² Goebbels’s ministry had
done everything in its power to stimulate popular participation throughout
Germany. He encouraged countless towns to host their own versions of the
celebrations, including church services, torchlight processions, and jubilant
bonfires, thus mobilizing considerable parts of the rural population.⁵³ Flags
were raised on all public buildings, and all schools had to close. Shops had
to shut for two hours at lunchtime to enable people to follow the extensive
radio coverage.⁵⁴ Germany’s national radio station would subsequently
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adopt the sound of the Garrison Church’s bells as its new interval sign
in order to keep the memory of the day alive. The UFA-Wochenschau
and Deulig-Tonwoche, Germany’s two newsreels, filmed the scenes and
edited them at great speed; millions of German cinema-goers were thus
able to witness the events of 21 March only a few days afterwards.⁵⁵
Klemperer, who visited a cinema in Dresden in late March, noted in
his diary how a young soldier next to him had clapped enthusiastically
whenever Hitler and Hindenburg appeared together on screen.⁵⁶ In the
following weeks and months, many local communities further competed
in displaying their admiration for Hindenburg and Hitler—countless trees
were named after them and numerous towns conferred honorary citizenship
on both men.⁵⁷

The ‘Day of Potsdam’ was a great propagandistic success that convinced
many more politically moderate and bourgeois Germans of the merits of
Hitler’s rule.⁵⁸ The ceremony’s broad appeal rested on its incorporation
of versatile symbols. In particular, the religious connotations of the celeb-
rations—not just of those in Potsdam but throughout Germany—helped
to endear the Nazis to a much broader coalition of social groups, first
and foremost in Protestant areas, but also across Catholic Germany. The
religious elements made Hitler appear as a Chancellor by grace of God,
with Hindenburg acting as a kind of ‘substitute bishop’, who, after having
appointed him in his capacity as President, now helped to bestow upon
Hitler religious—and mythical—legitimacy as well.⁵⁹

The willing participation of Hindenburg—the ‘mythical memorial’ as
Goebbels termed him in his diary⁶⁰—was key to making the ceremony
work. The propagandistic orchestration of the ‘Day of Potsdam’ and its
prolonged media aftermath undoubtedly helped, as Ian Kershaw put it, in
‘transposing to Hitler some of the trust in Hindenburg as the embodiment
of German national values’.⁶¹ Hindenburg’s public ‘blessing’ was integral to
the Nazis, who, at this stage, had been in power for less than two months.

The ritual of national integration and inclusion staged at Potsdam
was quickly followed, however, by steps towards the exclusion of those
unwelcome in the new people’s community.⁶² The first law the Reichstag
passed after Potsdam was the notorious Enabling Act, granting Hitler the
power to pass laws without parliamentary approval and without having to
rely on the President’s powers of governing by emergency decree—thus
spelling a tremendous increase in Hitler’s dictatorial powers.⁶³ Hindenburg
welcomed the Act because it lightened his workload.⁶⁴ Within just days of
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‘Potsdam’, and with the aid of Hindenburg’s mythical authority, German
parliamentary democracy had thus practically ceased to exist.

Nazifying the Hindenburg myth

The Nazis continued to include Hindenburg in their new festive calendar
and to invoke his mythical authority after March 1933. He addressed
Germany’s youth in Berlin’s Lustgarten on 1 May 1933, the ‘Day of
German Labour’—a newly created national holiday designed to woo
workers and stress the Nazi party’s Socialist credentials.⁶⁵ In August of
the same year, the Nazis turned the anniversary of Hindenburg’s sem-
inal mythical moment—Tannenberg—into a powerful show of national
cohesion and a condemnation of the Treaty of Versailles. On 28 August
1933, Der Angriff reminded its readers on its front page of ‘How Hinden-
burg had entered the realm of world history’ nineteen years earlier.⁶⁶
Furthermore, a commemoration ceremony was staged inside the Tannen-
berg Memorial in East Prussia on 27 August. Most high-ranking party
officials and the leaders of the army and navy attended. Hindenburg,
Hitler, Vice Chancellor Papen, and Hermann Göring were the last to
enter the memorial through a narrow alley left open among the form-
ations of the SA and SS.⁶⁷ The speeches by Hitler and others praised
Hindenburg as a ‘mythical figure’ who would forever be associated with
the province.⁶⁸ Taking the country’s pledge of gratitude and indebted-
ness to new heights, Hermann Göring presented Hindenburg with the
‘seigniory of Langenau and Preussenwald’, which bordered on his Neu-
deck estate, as a ‘gift of gratitude’.⁶⁹ Hindenburg—now dubbed Der
Alte vom Preussenwald—thus once more provided a mythical link to Bis-
marck, one of whose many sobriquets had been Der Alte vom Sachsenwald
after Kaiser Wilhelm I had awarded him a large stretch of territory near
Hamburg.⁷⁰

The Nazi press duly hailed the Tannenberg commemoration—and the
near-simultaneous rally in support of a return of the Saarland to Germany
staged at the Niederwald Memorial near Rüdesheim⁷¹—as a ‘powerful
display of a unified nation’. East and West had allegedly experienced a
spirit of unity on this day—exemplified by the bond between Hindenburg
and Hitler—and the experience would live on in millions.⁷² The two
celebrations of 27 August 1933—both endorsed by the President—served
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the purpose of promoting the revisionist Nazi foreign policy so vital to the
movement’s popularity.⁷³

Furthermore, Hindenburg’s backing was sought to sell Germany’s with-
drawal from the League of Nations to the German public a few months
later. On 11 November 1933, the day before the pseudo-democratic plebis-
cite on the withdrawal, Hindenburg endorsed Hitler’s move in a speech
broadcast on national radio.⁷⁴ Hitler explicitly ordered the increasingly
controlled press to report on this speech at length. Hindenburg’s words
were to receive more extensive coverage than Hitler’s own pro-withdrawal
speech given on the radio the same day.⁷⁵

The Nazi leader had also made capital by publicizing his subservience
when Hindenburg turned 86 the previous month. Soon, the President’s
birthday would be the only one of a politician other than Hitler the
German press would be allowed to commemorate.⁷⁶ As Hindenburg had
requested, no large-scale celebrations were staged on 2 October 1933,
but Hitler did not pass up the chance to stress his veneration publicly
and visited Hindenburg at home in Neudeck. The press duly raved
about the ‘close personal relationship’ and ‘cordial human connection’,
which had developed between the Field Marshal and Chancellor.⁷⁷ The
emphasis, however, had shifted decisively since the previous autumn.
Whereas hitherto newspaper congratulators—depending on their paper’s
political affiliation—had stressed Hindenburg’s leadership during the war,
his ‘self-effacing’ decision to stay on in 1918, or his integrative role after
1925, the focus of the Nazi co-ordinated press was firmly on 30 January
1933. According to the Völkischer Beobachter, 30 January and the sub-
sequent unification of the nation represented the ‘crowning moment of
Hindenburg’s life of duty and loyalty’.⁷⁸ Although articles were not sub-
ject to pre-emptive censorship, the German press had been brought into
line by means of the Reichstag Fire Decree of February 1933 and the
so-called Schriftleitergesetz of October 1933, which made newspaper editors
subject to racial and political vetting. The press orders frequently issued by
Reich Press Chief Otto Dietrich increased the uniformity of German press
coverage.⁷⁹

By the autumn of 1933, the narrative surrounding Hindenburg had been
reconfigured and Nazified. Hindenburg’s complex contribution to the
development of German politics during the Weimar years was shrouded
and a streamlined interpretation of his intricate role offered instead. The
Nazis painted him as a National Socialist hero: a victorious military leader,
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a symbol from a long-gone past, who reminded Germans of their country’s
former greatness and their duty to work towards its resurrection—a
resurrection supposedly only possible under their rule.

The politics of death

In early June 1934, the 86-year-old Hindenburg, who had suffered from a
bladder ailment for some time, retreated once more to Neudeck. His depar-
ture from Berlin and physical decline occurred at a crucial—and extremely
opportune—time for Hitler, who was in the process of consolidating his
rule by ridding himself of unwanted competitors. Starting on 30 June 1934,
the SS and Gestapo killed around 200 members of the SA leadership and
several prominent conservative politicians during the ‘Night of the Long
Knives’.⁸⁰ Hindenburg made his contribution to supporting the official ver-
sion of an SA conspiracy by sending Hitler and Göring congratulatory tele-
grams expressing his ‘deeply felt gratitude and genuine appreciation’ of their
decisive action on 2 July.⁸¹ The telegrams were, of course, duly published.

Meanwhile, the regime’s desperate opponents once more found a release
valve for their anxiety in joking about the situation. Convinced that
Hindenburg was on their side, their jokes portrayed the aged President
as a fellow victim of Nazism: ‘What is Germany’s smallest concentration
camp? Neudeck—it has just one prisoner: Hindenburg’.⁸² The theme of
Hindenburg as a prisoner of the regime would soon be picked up in anti-
Nazi leaflets that the Gestapo classed as ‘particularly dangerous’.⁸³ Another
joke was that Hindenburg had vanished, that Adele Sandrock, a famous
German actress with a very masculine voice, had taken over his part—after
all, the saviour of 1914, 1925, and 1932 could not have sanctioned the
murderous policies of June 1934.⁸⁴ But it was not ‘die Sandrock’ who issued
the telegram; the President did so himself, although it remains unclear how
much he knew about the true nature of the purge.⁸⁵ It would be the last
occasion at which the Nazi party could count on the living Hindenburg’s
authority to sanction its increasingly violent measures.

Shortly after 9 a.m. on 2 August 1934, Hindenburg died. Hitler visited
the dying man one last time on 31 July—to draw public attention to
their close personal relationship and to see for himself how much time
remained until the head of state and commander-in-chief would finally be
out of the way.⁸⁶ Galvanized into action by his impressions from Neudeck,
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Hitler began to implement a plan he had laid with Goebbels, amongst
others, since the previous year.⁸⁷ Before Hindenburg had even breathed
his last breath, the cabinet passed a law to take effect immediately after his
death—merging the offices of President and Chancellor and thus giving
Hitler all of Hindenburg’s previous competences.⁸⁸

In numerous army barracks throughout the country ceremonies had
been scheduled for 2 August to commemorate the outbreak of war in
1914. Reichswehr Minister Werner von Blomberg used the occasion to
make German soldiers swear an oath of unconditional allegiance to Hitler
personally—a far cry from the oath to protect the constitution they had had
to swear previously.⁸⁹ All of Germany’s civil servants would soon have to
follow suit.⁹⁰ As a Jewish civil servant, Victor Klemperer grew increasingly
‘bitter and desperate’ as a result of what was happening around him. A
complete ‘coup d’état’, he noted in his diary. ‘[I]t all takes place in silence,
drowned out by hymns to the dead Hindenburg’.⁹¹

Even while he was completing his ‘coup d’état’, Hitler continued to
stress his subservience to the mythical departed. Crucially, he refused to
assume the title ‘Reich President’ despite formally taking over the office.
‘The greatness of the deceased has given the title Reich President unique
meaning’, an official decree explained. Hitler would therefore only be
referred to as Reich Chancellor and Führer in the future. In addition, mer-
ging the two offices was to be sanctioned by a referendum on 19 August.⁹²
Even after Hindenburg’s death, Hitler thus shied away from assuming
Hindenburg’s role too boldly in the symbolic realm—a clear illustration of
the weight he ascribed to the deceased’s unbroken mythical authority.

At the same time, the Nazis made sure that the Nazified narrative would
be the one to last. According to the journalist Gerhard Schultze-Pfaelzer,
who had assisted Hindenburg in press matters since the 1920s, the East
Prussian Oberpräsident Erich Koch let it slip on the day of the President’s
passing that the Nazis would now ‘re-configure the Hindenburg legend the
way the party needs it’. Although this account is subject to debate, Koch’s
alleged statement was certainly in line with how the party proceeded.⁹³

The Propaganda Ministry controlled the media coverage meticulously.
To create the greatest possible effect, the Reich Press Chief had banned
special editions and sensationalist headlines on the President’s illness prior
to his death as well as any speculation on the succession.⁹⁴ Less than half an
hour after Hindenburg had died, Goebbels seized the initiative and went
on air to announce the news and to read out the official decree on the
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period of mourning. For a record time of two weeks official Germany had
to pay its respects to the deceased.⁹⁵ No public events were to take place
on 2 or on 7 August, the day of the funeral, no music was to be played in
pubs and bars until after Hindenburg’s burial, all churches had to ring their
bells for one hour each day, civil servants had to wear black ribbons for
two weeks and radio programmes would be adjusted appropriately. On the
day of the funeral, there would be a one-minute silence at all workplaces
and traffic would stop for the same amount of time.⁹⁶ Hindenburg’s death
was thus not only commemorated in official services, it was also bound to
impact significantly on people’s private lives for the next two weeks.

The co-ordinated press went into overdrive to cover the seminal events.
Countless special issues almost exclusively featured images of Hinden-
burg on their covers and many showed pictures of the President on his
deathbed.⁹⁷ All the papers recapitulated the various stages of Hindenburg’s
career. The Nazi press, in particular, promoted the by then familiar theme
of Hindenburg and Hitler as an inseparable entity. An article with the
headline ‘What Hindenburg meant to us’ by the party’s Reich Press Chief
opined audaciously that ‘perhaps no one in Germany personally mourns
Hindenburg more than Hitler’.⁹⁸ The Nazi journalist Hans Schwarz van
Berk, in his turn, penned an article with a title worthy of a penny dread-
ful—‘How Hindenburg and Hitler found each other’—which enlightened
readers about how the President had begun to refer to the Chancellor as
his ‘true son’ within weeks of his appointment. ‘And when Hitler left
Hindenburg’s death room in Neudeck, his face reflected the pain of a child
mourning its father.’⁹⁹

Burying the ‘fatherly friend’

During the five days that passed between Hindenburg’s death and his
funeral, it was nearly impossible for ordinary Germans to escape the
constant coverage of the events.¹⁰⁰ In the words of Victor Klemperer the
‘din of the Hindenburg-Tannenberg ceremonies . . . cloaks everything’.¹⁰¹
On 6 August, a parliamentary memorial service took place in Berlin, during
which Hitler spoke and which was broadcast and played in all German
factories, post offices, and other public places.¹⁰² After the ceremony Hitler
demonstrated his new powers by taking the Reichswehr’s salute on the
Reichstag’s steps. The actual funeral of 7 August was arranged on an even
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grander scale—and one befitting the importance of the Hindenburg myth
to Nazi rule.

Hindenburg had wanted to be buried in Neudeck, but Hitler con-
vinced the family that a grave inside the Tannenberg Memorial was more
appropriate.¹⁰³ On 6 August, Hindenburg’s coffin was moved from his
death room and transported to Hohenstein overnight, accompanied by a
torchlight procession of SS and SA.¹⁰⁴ Around 4,000 honorary guests were
invited to follow the ceremony inside the Tannenberg Memorial—many
of them members of the military, which lent the funeral the purpose of
creating legitimacy for Hitler’s new role as commander-in-chief.¹⁰⁵ The
photographs of the official service, which were subsequently printed in
all the major papers, clearly convey the extent to which the whole event
was stage-managed. Many of the shots were taken from a top-down angle
and—fulfilling the spatial ideas of the Speer-orchestrated Nuremberg party
rallies—put across both the monumentality of the Tannenberg Memorial
and the symmetry of the military formations inside.¹⁰⁶

Hindenburg’s coffin, wrapped in the Reich war flag, was brought onto
the central square of the memorial to the sounds of Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’,
and the military chaplain Dohrmann gave the funeral speech. Hindenburg
himself had chosen a passage from the Revelation of St John as the maxim
of the service once again championing the theme of loyalty so central to his
myth—‘Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life’.
The speech emphasized Hindenburg’s faithful personality and his allegedly
self-effacing modesty accordingly, and invoked his extraordinary career,
albeit emphasizing his military leadership, and the ‘unforgettable image’ of
the ‘Day of Potsdam’. His spirit would live on in the present generation
and would assist in ‘building the Third Reich’, Dohrmann concluded.¹⁰⁷
Hitler’s speech, which followed, sought to codify the Nazi adaptation of
the Hindenburg myth once and for all. He exonerated the Field Marshal
of all responsibility for military failure in 1918; Germany had been defeated
for ‘political reasons’ alone, Hitler explained, and Hindenburg’s election
in 1925 had opened the door to Germany’s resurrection; his burial at
Tannenberg now closed a circle—the Field Marshal’s body was brought
back to the place where his mythical roots lay. He would continue to be
inspirational, Hitler concluded:

The German people will come to their dead hero in times of need to gain
strength for their lives. And even when the last trace of his life has gone with



Fig. 10. Photograph of Hitler speaking at Hindenburg’s funeral at the Tannenberg Memorial on 7 August 1934.
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the wind, the name will be immortal. Deceased Field Marshal, now enter
Valhalla!¹⁰⁸

The Führer thereby consigned Hindenburg to a mythical afterlife in the
Germanic pantheon—a rhetorical coup not received with enthusiasm by
all admirers of the pious Hindenburg, but which certainly served the Nazi
purpose of twisting the cult to meet the party’s own ends.¹⁰⁹

Ordinary Germans were not excluded entirely from participation in the
funeral. Around 120,000 people gathered to the south of the Tannenberg
Memorial. Once the official part of the ceremony was over, they filed
past Hindenburg’s coffin in one of the memorial’s towers. Up to 200,000
people seized the opportunity on 7 August alone. The tower remained
open for two weeks, and countless special trains carried a steady stream
of visitors to nearby Hohenstein railway station and on to the memorial
from there on special buses.¹¹⁰ The millions who could not make it to
Hohenstein did not have to rely on newspapers and newsreels to gain a
sense of the service’s atmosphere, but were given an opportunity to join
in as the whole burial was broadcast on every German radio station. In
Berlin, groups of silent listeners gathered in front of newsagents, pubs,
and on public squares, where loudspeakers had been put up especially
for the occasion.¹¹¹ People’s mourning seemed genuine and, despite Nazi
stage-management, there was a strong element of spontaneity and vol-
untary participation to the way people expressed their grief—be it by
gathering in front of public loudspeakers, by signing the lists of condol-
ences, or by displaying images of Hindenburg in the windows of their
homes.¹¹²

One did not have to believe the Nazi rhetoric of Hitler mourning his
‘fatherly friend’ to be genuinely shaken. Many non-Nazis who criticized
the hyperbole of the funeral were repelled not by the public display of
grief but by the ‘detectable hypocrisy of the Nazis’.¹¹³ The exiled nov-
elist Thomas Mann, for instance, was put off by the ‘Pompe funèbre’
and Hitler’s ‘homage to his ‘‘fatherly friend’’ ’.¹¹⁴ In spite of rejecting
the event’s propagandistic exploitation and having considered Hindenburg
powerless for some time, Klemperer, for one, was ‘very downhearted’.
‘For a long time no more than a name and yet a last counterweight,
which now falls away,’ he noted on 2 August. He also recorded a con-
versation with a local tax official in Dresden in his diary, who had told
him: ‘After all, Hitler had to deliver a report to him.’ When Klemperer
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reasoned that Hitler had, in fact, been ruling alone for a long time, the man
had simply replied ‘That certainly—but the old gentleman was still there
nevertheless.’ ‘Quite simple, Aryan, petty bourgeois people’, Klemperer
observed, ‘And the man, depressed . . . But all this in a whisper, depressed,
fearful, helpless. That is probably the voice of the German people.’¹¹⁵
Klemperer had harboured hopes of an eventual Reichswehr coup to over-
throw Hitler, which were crushed when the army immediately swore its
voluntary oath of personal allegiance to the Führer.¹¹⁶ The reports of the
exiled Social Democratic leadership conveyed similar sentiments. Although
the party had begun to turn its back on the President after July 1932,
many informants now noted a mood of ‘depression’, a sense of ‘disap-
pointment’ and ‘anticlimax’ in August, especially among workers.¹¹⁷ To
the Social Democratic writer and journalist Jochen Klepper it had equally
seemed as though ‘the last foothold’ had disappeared with Hindenburg’s
demise.¹¹⁸

Many German Jews, especially the Jewish veterans of the Reichsbund
jüdischer Frontsoldaten, who had striven towards national assimilation,
equally mourned Hindenburg’s death. Gestapo agents from different parts
of the Reich noted disapprovingly that many Jews displayed Imperial
flags in their windows and paid homage to Hindenburg in commem-
orative ceremonies.¹¹⁹ After all, he had intervened once before on
their behalf and with his death the last hope in further protection
against the Nazi terror—albeit a minimal one—had ceased. That he
had still formally been the head of state had been important psycholo-
gically—Hindenburg had represented a last barrier to Hitler achieving
total power. This rather abstract sense of his presence somehow alleviat-
ing a threat was, of course, nothing new. The German population had
adopted this coping strategy during wartime, when it had in no small
part believed that ‘Hindenburg would sort it out’ one way or another.
And even though he had repeatedly disappointed the hopes invested in
him, this mechanism had been left largely intact until after 1933, per-
haps even become more effective due to the lack of alternatives. As
Thomas Mann noted in his diary with acuity: ‘The German will to le-
gends and to myths . . . obtrudes particularly at this time.’ Hindenburg
had delivered Germany to the wretched rule of Hitlerism, and yet the
German people did not seem to care, the exiled writer reflected with as-
tonishment: ‘[H]e is and remains the loyal Eckehart . . . full of monumental
loyalty.’¹²⁰
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Hindenburg’s legacy

Merging the offices of Reich President and Chancellor was the final
act in the Nazi ‘seizure of power’.¹²¹ After having purged those in the
party’s own ranks who had threatened his rule in late June, the events of
2 August 1934 gave Hitler authority over the last two institutions—except
the churches—which had hitherto not been fully Nazified: the army and
the presidency. With Hindenburg’s death Nazi Germany thus turned into
a fully-fledged dictatorship in which the last remnants of the Weimar
constitution were finally overcome.

Unknown to ordinary Germans, Hindenburg had provided Hitler with
even more symbolic ammunition—a political will. The document, pub-
lished on 15 August 1934, included a passage from Hindenburg’s memoirs
appealing to the young generation to realize his hopes for German rebirth
and reconstruction, followed by a passage on Nazism. He thanked provid-
ence for letting him witness Germany regain strength. ‘My Chancellor
Adolf Hitler and his movement’, he stated, had taken a historical step
towards bringing about the internal unification of the German people.
Much remained to be done, but, as Hindenburg pledged,

I part from my German people in the hope that what I longed for in 1919
and which . . . led to 30 January 1933, will grow into the complete fulfilment
and accomplishment of the historic mission of our people. Reassured I can
close my eyes in the firm belief in the future of our fatherland.¹²²

Hindenburg’s will explicitly sanctioned the Nazis’ claim to historical
continuity. Referring to Hitler as his Chancellor gave credence to the
notion of a quasi-familial bond between the ‘Marshal and the Corporal’.

A second part of the political will recommended the restoration of
the monarchy. Whereas the first part of the document was addressed to
Hitler and ‘the German people’, however, the second part, contained in a
separate envelope, was addressed to Hitler personally. On 15 August 1934,
Papen delivered both documents to Hitler at Berchtesgarden, who decided
to publish the first part immediately.¹²³ The second part, by contrast, was
never published. In spite of the differing accounts of this crucial document’s
genesis, it can be established beyond doubt that Hindenburg agreed with its
content (even if it was partly drafted by others) and also decided to split the
document into two parts. His was also the choice to leave the decision on



188 ‘the marshal and the corporal . . .’

the publication of his recommendation for the restoration of the monarchy
up to Hitler.¹²⁴

The published will was key in mobilizing the population for the ref-
erendum of 19 August 1934.¹²⁵ According to the Germania, the political
will was

Hindenburg’s last ‘Yes’ to Germany . . . —a ‘Yes’ to Adolf Hitler and his
movement, a ‘Yes’ to the question the German people will be asked on
19 August . . . No reason can be grave enough—other than secret hostility
towards Germany and its future—to deny a ‘Yes’ to the man whom
Hindenburg has chosen as the executor of his will.¹²⁶

Hindenburg’s son Oskar did his share in backing Hitler as the ‘executor’ in
a radio speech the day before the plebiscite. His father, he told millions of
listeners, had regarded Hitler as his legitimate successor.¹²⁷

We cannot know whether invoking Hindenburg’s endorsement at
this stage swayed those who were not convinced of the movement’s
merits already. Despite the intimidation of voters and the rigging of the
referendum, the outcome was not the overwhelming success the Nazis
had hoped for. 89.9% voted in favour of Hitler’s new powers, but 10.1%
still opposed the move.¹²⁸ Many simply refused to believe that the will
was real. ‘But is it probable, after everything that has happened, that it
is not forged?’ Thomas Mann contemplated in his diary. ‘The Reichstag
fire, the Communist conspiracy, the Röhm conspiracy, one hundred
muddy lies and roguery, the cheap sensationalist crime novel narrative of
it all—and this testament should be real?’¹²⁹ The circumstances seemed
too convenient for the Nazis, and it thus remained easier to believe
in malicious manipulation than in Hindenburg’s authorization of a total
dictatorship. In spite of all the violent measures he had lent his name to
over the previous eighteen months, and in spite of this whole-hearted
endorsement of Nazi rule, once again—and in line with a 20-year-old
pattern of interpretation—he was exempted from responsibility.¹³⁰

Although Hindenburg’s media presence naturally diminished after his
death, the Nazis did not stop invoking his myth. On Hindenburg’s
birthday in October, commemorative ceremonies took place both in
Berlin and at the Tannenberg Memorial. Crowds gathered in front of
73 Wilhelmstraße and thousands filed past Hindenburg’s grave and many
saluted it with the Nazi greeting.¹³¹ The following August, the press was
again ordered to commemorate the death and all units of the armed forces
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held commemorative parades.¹³² Such ceremonies would be staged at the
Tannenberg Memorial with a wreath laid in Hitler’s name every 2 August
throughout the years of Nazi rule. From 1936, the army’s watchword
on every 2 October—Hindenburg’s birthday—was ‘Hindenburg’.¹³³ And
in imitation of 1917 and 1927, the German people were encouraged to
give money to a ‘Hindenburg Donation’ for charitable causes before his
ninetieth birthday in 1937.¹³⁴ The Nazis also continued to rely explicitly
on the memory of Hindenburg to seek political legitimacy. Before the
referendum on the remilitarization of the Rhineland in March 1936, the
press was told to reprint Hindenburg’s political will and the radio speech he
had given to endorse Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations
in 1933.¹³⁵ And the introduction of military conscription on 16 March
1935—a key step in preparing Germany for war—was promoted as having
been guided by ‘Hindenburg’s spirit’.¹³⁶

The most widely visible manifestation of the Nazis’ continued veneration
of the deceased President was Zeppelin LZ129—the biggest airship of
its kind—christened ‘Hindenburg’ in early 1936.¹³⁷ As a kind of flying
ambassador of the ‘Third Reich’, the ‘Hindenburg’—with swastikas on its
tail fins—projected an image of modernity, technological achievement, and
progress on its transatlantic voyages to the USA and Brazil. Domestically,
it was a spectacular publicity prop. The airship appeared in Berlin during
the Olympic Games of 1936 and during the election campaign in March
of that year it hovered over all the major cities of the Reich, dropping
leaflets, blasting music and Nazi campaign slogans from loudspeakers.¹³⁸
The ‘Hindenburg disaster’ of 6 May 1937, when its exterior varnish caught
fire and the airship crashed in Lakehurst, New Jersey, killing 35 passengers
and crew, naturally cast some doubt on Nazi Germany’s technological
achievements. The spectacular images of the burning zeppelin and the
extraordinary amount of press coverage they received worldwide, however,
meant that nearly three years after Hindenburg’s death, his name was once
more ever-present.¹³⁹

Moreover, Hindenburg’s iconic image remained a physical reality
throughout Germany. In 1936, cinema audiences were treated to a
documentary on Hindenburg’s life—simply entitled Hindenburg—which
continued the theme of unity between ‘The Marshal and the Corporal’.¹⁴⁰
And not only would countless Hindenburg memorials be erected through-
out the 1930s, but his head—not Hitler’s—would be used unaltered on
German coins throughout the Nazi years.¹⁴¹ A Hindenburg stamp first
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issued in 1927 was re-printed and used as the first German postage stamp
of the General Government of occupied Poland after 1939—perhaps to
invoke Hindenburg’s contribution to protecting the Germanic character of
the eastern part of the Reich in 1914.¹⁴²

Hindenburg’s anti-Russian credentials gained at Tannenberg sat neatly
with Nazi anti-Bolshevism. According to the nationalist writer Joseph
Magnus Wehner, the central question arising from Hindenburg’s death was
whether the country would find a military commander of similar stature
at a new moment of danger: ‘Will Bolshevism conquer the world or will
Germany halt it?’ he asked in his book on Hindenburg that dedicated only
1.5 out of 108 pages to Hindenburg’s republican presidency.¹⁴³ Invoking the
memory of the Russian invasion of 1914—and Germany’s ‘liberator’—was
no doubt useful in stoking up Russophobia in preparation for a future war
against the Soviet Union.¹⁴⁴

The largest commemoration of Hindenburg after August 1934 took place
on his 88th birthday. Evidently, the Nazis did not deem one pompous
funeral enough to honour their ‘patron’; on 2 October 1935, Hindenburg
was buried for the second time. The streets leading from Hohenstein
station to the memorial site were again lined with members of the SS,
and Wehrmacht soldiers in military formations had gathered inside. Hitler
issued an official statement, according to which the Tannenberg Memorial
should henceforth be called Reichsehrenmal Tannenberg thus making it
Germany’s official war memorial.¹⁴⁵ The walled and towered monument
had undergone a major redesign over the previous year.¹⁴⁶ The once
grass-covered Court of Honour had been deepened and lined with granite
from all parts of Germany. The graves of the twenty unknown soldiers
previously buried in the centre were moved to turn the court into a site
for mass gatherings. The giant cross previously located in the centre of the
square had been attached to one of the towers and an iron cross mosaic
built into the floor as a replacement. The memorial had thus been Nazified
and its Christian symbols marginalized. Its axis had also been transformed:
the tower bearing Hindenburg’s tomb and a so-called ‘hall of honour’ were
now the focal points of the whole site.

A monumental entrance to the vault holding the coffin of Hinden-
burg—and soon also that of his wife—had been added to one of the
towers. The word ‘Hindenburg’ was inscribed into a monolith above
the door, and two oversized statues of German soldiers were placed on
either side of the entrance, symbolically keeping watch over their deceased
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Field Marshal.¹⁴⁷ The German public had been closely informed about the
Führer’s involvement in the architectural planning process. He met person-
ally with the architects and had allegedly drawn in his own ideas for the
new design on their blueprints.¹⁴⁸ It had supposedly also been Hitler’s idea
to shift the memorial’s commemorative emphasis from the battle of 1914 to
Hindenburg himself—to effectively turn the Tannenberg Memorial into a
Hindenburg Memorial.¹⁴⁹

By October 1935, the Nazification of the hitherto multi-layered Hinden-
burg myth was complete: from an all-encompassing symbol of German
virtues, Hindenburg, who now lay buried in a shrine at the site of his sem-
inal heroic act, had been re-cast as the Nazis’ patron and military leader,
his former polyvalence reduced to the shining example which would guide
Hitler in a future war.

∗ ∗ ∗

The Nazis stressed Hindenburg’s mythical endorsement of their rule from
day one and went to great lengths to orchestrate public displays of
harmonious unity between the ‘Marshal and the Corporal’. Given their
ruthlessness in dealing with opponents, their extensive efforts to stress this
unity are striking—and explicable only if the party leaders felt genuinely
attached to the man who had appointed Hitler, or if they believed
they would not fare as well on a more confrontational course. The
Nazis continued to accept and honour Hindenburg as a parallel symbolic
authority, and his myth was a crucial—and often overlooked—tool in the
process of consolidating their rule;¹⁵⁰ the ‘seizure of power’ could not be
completed until Hindenburg died. If, as has been argued with reference to
the 1932 presidential elections, Hindenburg had had no genuine followers
in the last years of Weimar, but had been perceived entirely as the lesser
of two evils by the democrats on the one hand and deserted completely
by most right-wing Germans on the other, the Nazis would not have
had to rely—and could not have relied—on his mythical authority to the
extent that they did. Their painstaking efforts to use Hindenburg’s laurels,
which continued until long after his death, however, prove that they were
convinced of his myth’s unremitting potency.

Hindenburg did nothing to stop his veneration playing into the hands
of the Nazi regime. Quite the contrary—he willingly participated in the
stage-managed shows of unity with Hitler. Moreover, his political will
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provided the regime with invaluable symbolic ammunition after his death
and sanctioned the Nazi leader’s claim of being the chosen successor. The
party did not even have to be as cynical as some believed they had been
and forge Hindenburg’s testament; the one he left was entirely sufficient.
The deployment of the Hindenburg myth by a political party to further a
more current political agenda was, of course, no new phenomenon. The
Nazis’ implementation of the strategy was just particularly bold and the
ends to which they deployed it would ultimately have the most serious
consequences.

Strikingly, Hindenburg remained a rallying point for opponents of the
regime in spite of his complicity in the Nazi takeover. Many continued to
believe in his integrity and considered him a fellow victim of the regime,
or at least a senile old man who did not know what he was doing and who
was being exploited. His death, and with it the end of all hopes in an army
coup, left many Social Democrats, as well as Jews like Victor Klemperer,
depressed and fearful of what was to come. Even if they had not been
genuine Hindenburg devotees, a sense of trust in his personal integrity and
his power to alter their fortunes had remained. This intangible belief that
Hindenburg would ‘sort things out’ and would ‘save’ Germany had meant
different things to different groups of society during the previous twenty
years. Ultimately, the trust of those who had hoped, as late as 1932, that he
would save the country from Nazi rule, was bitterly disappointed.
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‘Operation Body-snatch’

T he clandestine proceedings taking place in the Hessian town of
Marburg on 25 August 1946 marked the end of a series of events

an American newspaper christened ‘Operation Body-snatch’: twelve years
after his first burial and almost 32 years to the day since Hindenburg had
shot to fame, his mortal remains and those of his wife found their third
resting place in Marburg’s Elizabeth Church.¹

Hindenburg’s coffin had been on a 19-month-long odyssey since late
January 1945, when Hitler had ordered the body of the Nazis’ ‘patron’ to
be moved from the Tannenberg Memorial, just days before the advancing
3rd Belorussian Front captured the nearby town of Hohenstein.² Even with
total German defeat looming ever larger, symbolic politics still mattered.
The Nazi leader was determined not to let the shrine of the Defeater of
the Russians, who had been so vital in bestowing legitimacy upon his
rule, fall into the hand of the Soviets, who, in their turn, galvanized their
troops with the prospect of extracting revenge for the humiliating defeat of
the Narew Army in August 1914.³ Retreating German units removed the
coffins of the Field Marshal and his wife before blowing up the Hindenburg
vault and the memorial’s main towers.⁴

Whereas German refugees made their way westward on foot, the two
sarcophagi were evacuated from Königsberg on a German cruiser, because
Soviet forces were in the process of encircling the East Prussian capital.⁵
The coffins were initially stored at Potsdam’s Garrison Church—the site
of the infamous propagandistic display of 21 March 1933—but soon
moved secretly to a more secure location: a salt mine near the small
Thuringian town of Bernterode. On 27 April, three days before Hitler
would commit suicide in his Berlin bunker, American soldiers stumbled
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across the sealed mine and discovered not only a vast treasure hoard,
including the Hohenzollern imperial jewels and other paraphernalia of
former German glory, but also four caskets on which the names of the
famous deceased had been written hastily in red crayon. In addition to Paul
and Gertrud von Hindenburg, the two Prussian Kings Friedrich Wilhelm
I and Friedrich II, previously buried in Potsdam, had been moved there.⁶
Since Thuringia would be handed over to the Soviets as part of their zone
of occupation, the Americans moved their discovery westward in May
1945. The four caskets ended up in Marburg, an old university town which
had survived the war relatively unscathed and served as a central collection
point for US war booty.

From the outset, the US military was uneasy about having the mortal
remains of these symbolic German figures in its possession. Worried about
the reactions of the occupied Germans, the military authorities decided
at the highest level that they would rid themselves of the responsibility
as quickly as possible.⁷ Finding a suitable burial place was no easy task
amidst post-war chaos, however. While the last remaining Hohenzollern
castle in the West was located in the Swabian Alps and thus part of
the French zone of occupation, Hindenburg’s family had settled in the
British zone, in Uelzen near Hanover. Arranging family funerals would
therefore have entailed negotiations with the other Western occupying
powers possibly prolonging proceedings for some time. Driven by a desire
to move swiftly, the US military government opted for a local solution:
they deemed Marburg’s Protestant Elizabeth Church sufficiently dignified
and private enough to avoid turning the burial sites into centres of potential
neo-Nazi pilgrimage—a prospect the US military feared. The plans for the
impending burials remained a well-guarded secret until August 1946. Not
even the parish council was informed, for fear of counter-demonstrations.⁸

The Military Government not only made provisions for the re-burials
to be as unobtrusive as possible, but also sought to ensure that the
graves themselves would not generate unwarranted attention. Whilst the
original plan to close the whole Northern choir where Hindenburg and
his wife were to be buried to the public was abandoned after the local
priest protested, the Military Government insisted on the coffins being
sunk so deep into the church floor that their stone lids would be at
ground level—and would thus not be an obvious feature.⁹ This could
not be realized either. When digging into the floor of the Elizabeth
Church, construction workers came across the medieval foundations of an



Fig. 11. Photograph of the reburial of the Hindenburgs and the Prussian Kings at
night-time in Marburg’s Elizabeth Church (August 1946).
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older church that had stood on the same site and could not go deeper.
Consequently, the Hindenburg graves had to be slightly elevated after all.

In spite of these setbacks, Hindenburg’s clandestine third funeral, atten-
ded only by a select few family members, representatives of the Military
Government, and church officials conveyed the extent to which the Milit-
ary Government was determined to make the erstwhile mythical President
a persona non grata in post-war Germany. No official photographs were
taken, but the archivist of the Elizabeth Church, Hermann Bauer, took
a number of pictures of the graves’ excavations. These badly lit, wiggly
amateur shots of a few men standing conspiratorially around a hole in the
ground in an almost dark church could not mark a starker contrast to the
images of the Nazi-choreographed pomposity of Hindenburg’s funerals in
1934 and 1935.

The design of the post-war graves equally differed fundamentally
from the Tannenberg Memorial with its Hindenburg tower and Hall
of Honour. The Hindenburg graves situated immediately to the left of the
main church entrance are barely lit. Although the names of the deceased
are carved into the gravestones they are almost impossible to read from
the visitors’ angle due to the graves’ slight elevation and because the area
is sealed off with a cord. They have to study the church’s information
brochure rather carefully to know who actually rests in front of them.¹⁰
What is more, visitors are greeted by a large—and clearly visible—panel
next to the graves that commemorates the ‘victims of war and violence’
(added in 1961), which clearly alludes to Hindenburg’s key role in bringing
the Nazis to power.

Reinterpreting Hindenburg in the two Germanies

After the coffins had been buried in Marburg, not everyone played along
with the American plans of limiting public attention. Hermann Bauer, the
Elizabeth Church’s archivist and US-vetted editor of the licensed Marburger
Presse, for whom collecting information on the Hindenburg graves would
become a private passion, published the first article on the burial in German
on 27 August 1946.¹¹ He called on all residents to prove worthy of the
‘honour bestowed upon them’, and, although acknowledging that the
Nazis had deployed Hindenburg’s image to consolidate their rule, he still
referred to the former President and the two Prussian Kings as ‘national



hindenburg after 1945 197

heroes’, ‘national saints’, and objects of a ‘national cult’. Such sentiments,
which had formed a near-consensus in the 1920s and 1930s, could no
longer be voiced without arousing controversy in US-occupied Germany,
however. The Information Control Division, in charge of denazifying
and re-educating the German public and responsible for controlling the
German press, quickly reprimanded Bauer. An American official cautioned
him ‘that the use of such words as ‘‘Nationalkult’’ and ‘‘Nationalheiliger’’
are dangerous’ and violated US re-education policy.¹² Transforming the
‘inner character’ of the Germans in the long-term had been one of the
declared aims of the Allies since their Casablanca conference in January
1943.¹³ On taking on the role of occupiers they left little doubt that
constructing a post-war German democracy would be possible only if the
country was to break with the past and eliminate all National Socialist and
overtly militarist influences from German public life. From an American
perspective there was to be no place for Hindenburg in a future West
German pantheon.

The denazification trials of some of Hindenburg’s former acquaintances
and aides in the second half of the 1940s contributed to the slow revision
of Hindenburg’s image in equal measure. The authenticity of his political
will played a central role in the trials of Papen, Meissner, and Oskar von
Hindenburg.¹⁴ It was the first time it became known publicly that the will
had consisted of two separate parts only one of which had been released by
the Nazis. The news of the suppression of the second document, calling for
the restoration of the monarchy, at first seemed to confirm the rumours of
Nazi foul play.¹⁵ That the will had been no outright forgery—which many
had believed—meant, however, that it was not enough for a far-reaching
exoneration. As Franz Josef Schöningh, one of the founders of the left-
liberal Süddeutsche Zeitung, opined in a front-page leader just days before
Hindenburg’s re-burial in Marburg, the time had finally come for the
destruction of the Hindenburg ‘legend’. Echoing contemporary academic
discourses critical of myth, he concluded that only those who favoured
blind faith in myth over a thorough study of contemporary history could
still refuse to re-examine the former President.¹⁶

Many left-wing commentators shared Schöningh’s opinion and the occu-
piers’ unease with Hindenburg eulogists like Bauer. The Social Democrat
publisher of the newly-established Frankfurter Rundschau, Karl Gerold,
equally stressed the necessity to destroy the ‘legendary wreath’ that had
been constructed around Hindenburg during his lifetime. A stop had to
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be put to the ‘distorted image of the Prussian national saint’, he insisted.¹⁷
Erich Wollenberg, a well-known KPD activist in the 1920s, concurred
that Hindenburg had been responsible for spreading the fatal theory of the
‘stab-in-the-back’ and had empowered the Nazis in his political will. He
thus bore a large share of responsibility for the Second World War and the
regime’s crimes. Wollenberg went as far as accusing Bauer of emulating
Goebbels’s propaganda by trying to ‘conserve the Hindenburg legend’.
‘Only once this slow poison has been secreted from the German national
body will a democratic Germany be able to flourish’, he concluded.¹⁸
Hermann Brill, the Chief of the State Office in Wiesbaden and a former
SPD activist who had been imprisoned in Dachau, echoed Wollenberg’s
thoughts and argued that even the US military government had not made
a clean enough break with Hindenburg. The ‘privileged’ burial site of the
man who had appointed Hitler might interfere with the ‘purification of
the moral consciousness so urgently necessary’ in post-war Germany, he
warned.¹⁹

The Nazis themselves had put great effort into Nazifying the Hindenburg
myth and reconfiguring 30 January 1933 as its predestined telos. When
the ‘Third Reich’ lay in ruins, the party’s emphasis on the last two
years of Hindenburg’s life remained intact—albeit now with negative
connotations. In mainstream post-war public discourse, as well as in many
of the memoirs Hindenburg’s Weimar contemporaries published, he was
portrayed neither as the liberator and saviour of the German people nor
as a symbol of political stability. Instead, he appeared as the ‘undertaker of
German democracy’, as Hitler’s ‘precursor’ or Steigbügelhalter —a somewhat
tragic figure who had helped the Nazis into power albeit with varying
degrees of personal responsibility or guilt attributed to him.²⁰ Walther
Hubatsch, for instance, wanted to exempt the aged Reich President from
responsibility. Hindenburg should be judged solely on his actions before
1933 and considered tragic for ‘having lived two years too long’,²¹ Hubatsch
explained. The notion of the ‘tragic’ Hindenburg has turned out to be
remarkably long-lived: Michael Salewski, for one, only recently described
him as the ‘classic tragic figure’, because Hindenburg had allegedly realized
too late that he had ‘delivered his fatherland’ to the Nazis.²²

This volte-face was not free of apologetic tendencies. The rhetoric of
‘secreting poison’ and the need for moral ‘purification’ branded the Hinden-
burg myth as a substance alien to the German ‘national body’. Focusing
on the President’s alleged shortcomings (a lack of political understanding,
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old age, a limited intellect) one could put off painful self-examination
and avoid pinning the responsibility for Nazi crimes on Germans at large,
many of whom had voted for the NSDAP before the ‘seizure of power’
and without whose consent numerous Nazi policies could not have been
implemented. The notion of a senile Hindenburg and his small camarilla of
sinister advisers ‘delivering’ the German people to Hitler sat neatly with the
post-war paradigm of the Nazi dictatorship as an ‘historical accident’. Not
only Friedrich Meinecke singled out Hindenburg’s ‘accidental’ weakness
as a major factor in the destruction of Germany’s first Republic.²³ In
this respect, even Karl-Dietrich Bracher’s monumental study of Weimar’s
collapse, a milestone of Weimar scholarship first published in 1955 and still
unsurpassed on many levels, was a product of its time. Bracher blamed first
and foremost the ‘grandiose miscalculation’ of Hindenburg and his small
clique of ‘intrigants’ for Hitler’s appointment, and explicitly exonerated ‘the
German people’.²⁴ At least until the 1960s, Hitler’s appointment appeared
as the pivotal date in West German discourse and scholarship on the ‘Third
Reich’. Obsessing about 30 January 1933, however, also meant being able
to talk about Nazism without having to talk about genocide—a key trait
of German debates on Nazism in the early years of the Federal Republic.²⁵

This idea of Hindenburg being chiefly to blame for Nazi rule found
expression in West German iconography as well. A photograph of Hinden-
burg shaking the hand of the bowing Hitler on the ‘Day of Potsdam’
became one of the most widely used historical images in German school
textbooks, illustrated publications, and encyclopaedias. Whilst the Nazis
themselves had favoured images of the ceremony highlighting popular
participation, the ‘handshake’ blanks out the audience and focuses entirely
on Hindenburg and Hitler. It thus personalizes responsibility. Because
post-war observers were aware that Hitler’s actions after March 1933 made
a mockery of his posture as the ‘humble servant’, however, the image also
highlights the Nazis’ hypocrisy and powers of seduction. The photograph
suggests that Hindenburg—symbolizing the gullibility of the (doubly) old
elite—had been conned by the Nazi leadership.²⁶ It was thus a further
variation of the theme of the sinister forces behind Hindenburg that were to
blame for the old man’s actions, a theme that had defined the Hindenburg
myth almost from its inception. The picture’s wide distribution shows that
it touched a nerve in West Germany, but also means that it contributed
to the longevity of notions of the Nazis’ irresistible powers of seduction in
its turn.²⁷



Fig. 12. Photograph of Hitler and Hindenburg shaking hands outside the Garrison Church in Potsdam on 21 March 1933.
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The lessons learned from Hindenburg’s case, which were part of the
lessons of Weimar, also had constitutional consequences. Avoiding a repe-
tition of the mistakes and innate weaknesses of Germany’s first Republic
was one of the central concerns of the members of the Parlamentarischer
Rat when drafting the new German constitution.²⁸ The Basic Law ratified
in May 1949 banned key elements of mass politics. Most importantly, the
Federal President would be elected not by popular vote but by represent-
atives of the upper and lower houses (the so-called Bundesversammlung)
instead. In order to curtail a ‘second Hindenburg’ (not ‘another Ebert’, who
was about to be re-invented as a ‘second Lincoln’²⁹), the actual powers of
the President were greatly reduced. In the Federal Republic the President
could no longer sidestep parliament or govern by emergency decree; since
1949, he has played a largely representative role.³⁰

The first West German opinion polls reflected Hindenburg’s gradual
departure from the mythical stage. Asked whom they perceived as the
greatest German, Bismarck and Hitler continued to top people’s answers
in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In third place 10–14% of interviewees
named other ‘Emperors, military commanders, and Kings’. It is likely that
Hindenburg was mentioned as part of this group but not frequently enough
to merit an individual listing.³¹ Instead, the German public began to invest
its trust in yet another aged statesman: the first post-war Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer succeeded Bismarck as the ‘greatest German’ in the 1960s and
retained his crown only recently in a poll of over 3 million television
viewers asked to name the ‘best German’. Hindenburg did not even make
it into the top 100.³²

At the same time, however, there was no shortage of volunteers who,
like the historian and Hindenburg campaigner of 1932, Bernhard Schwert-
feger, sought to ‘retrieve Hindenburg’s historical honour’.³³ Former press
aide Gerhard Schultze-Pfaelzer, by his own account, also tried ‘to do
everything . . . to prevent Hindenburg’s image as a gentlemanly, kind, and
wise man from going under in the foul waters of the Nazi tide.’³⁴ Hinden-
burg’s family—though antagonized by the likes of Schultze-Pfaelzer, whose
efforts to exonerate Hindenburg often went hand in hand with vilifying
his son Oskar—also continued to work tirelessly to rescue his reputation.³⁵
Consequently, the only two scholars to whom they gave access to Hinden-
burg’s personal papers were the conservative historians Walter Görlitz and
Walther Hubatsch, who published a biography and an edited collection of
Hindenburg’s papers respectively.³⁶ Oskar and his wife Margarete carefully
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vetted both and the latter continued to assure herself that the accounts
‘would match . . . [the family’s] convictions’ as far as possible.³⁷ As a result,
their studies were rather hagiographic.³⁸

Naturally the negative shift in West German perceptions of Hindenburg
after 1945 was not an all-encompassing or straightforward affair. German
memory, especially in the 1950s, was neither defined solely by the spirit
of re-education nor was it crafted by left-wing journalists. There is con-
siderable evidence to suggest that beneath official West German politics of
memory there continued to be an undercurrent of Hindenburg worship
among select, yet influential groups. When the conservative Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung published a series of articles critical of Hindenburg in
the mid-1950s, for instance, the paper received an unusually large number
of letters from its readers. Some of these were supportive, but many others
complained about its attempts to ‘besmirch the national nest’, to ‘darken’
or ‘obfuscate’ German history. According to one of the publishers, Paul
Sethe, the tone of the letters clearly conveyed the authors’ ‘painful agitation
that one was trying to touch what was sacred to them’.³⁹

The number of people visiting Hindenburg’s grave in Marburg also
suggests that he continued to capture people’s imagination. Within two
months of Hindenburg’s re-burial, his grave had allegedly become a ‘place
of pilgrimage’.⁴⁰ In 1966, the Elizabeth Church’s sexton explained that
many visitors obviously still venerated the deceased President. Postcards
of the graves ‘sold like hot cakes’, he revealed, and visitors often brought
flowers, especially in the summer months, when the graves were covered
with wreaths and bouquets so densely that one could hardly make out the
gravestones.⁴¹

On the anniversary of Hindenburg’s death and on his or his wife’s
birthday the family often held memorial services at the church, sometimes
attended by members of the old veterans’ organizations, such as the
Kyffhäuser League.⁴² More importantly, Hindenburg’s grave became a
site of memory for German expellee groups, a considerable force in
post-war West German society: 16% of West Germans in 1950 had
been expelled from Germany’s former Eastern territories.⁴³ They were
highly organized and had their own national pressure groups, the so-called
Landsmannschaften, with their respective press organs and institutional
structure, claiming between one and two million members by the early
1950s.⁴⁴ Many of those who laid wreaths in Marburg felt a common
bond of destiny with Hindenburg, whose mortal remains had also been
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‘expelled’ from the East and whose family had lost its property. The location
of Hindenburg’s post-war grave in Marburg—a town to which he had had
no personal connection—seemed to symbolize the expellees’ plight.

Such sentiments were not just shared by the older generation that
had lived through Hindenburg’s presidency. A popular biography of
Hindenburg written by the young author Martin Lüders, and published by
the radically right-wing Druffel publishing house in 1961, explicitly aimed
at young readers and openly sought to keep Hindenburg’s memory alive
with reference to Germany’s lost territories in the East:

Will this coffin be lifted onto young shoulders once more and will it, after all,
find its final resting place under the trees of Neudeck, as the ‘old gentleman’
wished? A book about Hindenburg cannot close other than with invoking
his East Prussian Heimat and the unity of the German Reich.⁴⁵

In the same vein, East and West Prussian Landsmannschaften frequently
seized on the anniversaries of Tannenberg and Hindenburg’s death to
commemorate ‘the saviour of the Heimat’.⁴⁶ Almost thirty years after his
death, some groups still called upon Hindenburg’s memory to further a
more current agenda. Among some of the Landsmannschaften he has even
remained a positive reference point to this day.⁴⁷

The Elizabeth Church and local politicians did not welcome all displays
of affection for the famous deceased. Particularly when Otto Ernst Remer,
a former Major-General who had played a key role in suppressing the res-
istance plot of 20 July 1944 and had co-founded the neo-Nazi Sozialistische
Reichspartei, appeared in Marburg to pay his respects to Hindenburg, locals
considered the event an ‘embarrassment’ for the town.⁴⁸

The somewhat impassioned reactions of local politicians to relatively
minor incidents at the graves illustrated how seriously they took their
efforts to safeguard the German Republic the second time round.⁴⁹ When
a few young people laid a wreath and some heath shrubs on the graves
of Hindenburg and the Prussian Kings in early 1947, the incident sparked
a special investigation and two heated debates in the Hessian parliament,
during which the Social Democratic Minister President Christian Stock
vowed to fight such ‘nationalist demonstrations against the Republic’.⁵⁰
The parish council and the local government were clearly determined not
to let the site become a place of open anti-democratic pilgrimage. With yet
another ‘lesson of Weimar’ in mind—the potential repercussions of issues
of symbolic importance—in 1951 the parish council banned the laying of
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wreaths with coloured ribbons for fear of black, white, and red decorations
appearing. Political speeches or demonstrations in front of the graves were
banned as well.⁵¹

Despite such left-wing determination, however, Hindenburg also con-
tinued to be invoked by the Bundeswehr, which was eager to place itself
in a positive line of German military tradition after its creation in 1955.
While the Defence Ministry did not issue official guidelines on military
role models acceptable for a democratic German army, its education of
future officers encouraged an image of the Bundeswehr as linking up to
Germany’s pre-1933 military history.⁵² The decision whose pictures would
go up in army barracks was left up to individual commanders. Choosing an
erstwhile vanquisher of the Russians as a role model was perhaps a natural
choice for an army designed to withstand a potential Soviet onslaught in
Europe in the era of the Cold War. An American journalist who pro-
filed Germany’s new troops for the New York Times in 1957 hence found
Hindenburg’s portrait proudly displayed on the walls of the Officers’ Mess
of the Mountain Division in Mittenwald near Mount Zugspitze.⁵³ This
was no 1950s aberration: several Bundeswehr barracks, in Münster and
Ulm amongst other towns, are named after Hindenburg to this day, thus
contributing to keeping his memory alive in army circles and among the
local populations.⁵⁴

Although such pluralist memories doubtless continued to exist in Soviet-
dominated East Germany as well, the Socialist state quickly limited the
room in which these could be voiced.⁵⁵ Nostalgic accounts about their
former Heimat by millions of expellees in East Germany—or ‘re-settlers’ as
they were termed in the GDR—were not permitted in the public realm
for fear of causing frictions with the country’s Eastern neighbours. Nor was
military pulp fiction glorifying Wehrmacht soldiers—a popular genre in
the West—acceptable as part of official memory in the GDR. Because the
Battle of Tannenberg had been fought against Russian troops, Hindenburg
was entirely unsuitable as a role model for East German soldiers in an era of
publicly celebrated German-Soviet friendship—in spite of the undeniable
influence of Wehrmacht traditions on the newly-created National People’s
Army after 1956.⁵⁶ The officially sanctioned historical narratives in the
GDR may have only mirrored the beliefs and experiences of a tiny
minority—former KPD functionaries many of whom had spent the Nazi
years in Soviet exile—but they defined what could be voiced openly.⁵⁷
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A considerable number of East German historians, in particular, had been
active KPD members in the 1920s.⁵⁸ The party had opposed Hindenburg as
the warmongering representative of German imperialism from the outset.
Placing itself in this tradition was a welcome source of legitimacy for
the new Socialist state. The Communists had pursued a confrontational
strategy towards Hindenburg throughout the 1920s: party leader Ernst
Thälmann had run against Hindenburg in both presidential elections
instead of ‘choosing the lesser evil’ as the rival Social Democrats had done
in 1932. The SPD had thereby allegedly undermined the establishment of
a united working-class front against its natural enemy, the ‘Imperial Field
Marshal’.⁵⁹ His helping hand in consolidating Nazi rule after 1933 had
seemingly vindicated the Communists’ uncompromising stance; Socialist
East Germany would continue this virtuous fight against Hindenburg in
the realm of memory.

Teachers and those caring for young children were urged to join in
the struggle against ‘reactionary’, ‘neo-fascist’, and ‘militarist’ sentiments,
and ‘democratized’ German school classes were no longer allowed to
glorify royals and military figures.⁶⁰ The teaching of German history in
the one-party state was streamlined and competing interpretations were
muted. Official Marxist historiography understood National Socialism as
the outcome of the policies of a small imperialist, monopoly capitalist, and
military-bureaucratic elite.⁶¹

Wolfgang Ruge’s Hindenburg biography, published in 1975, fittingly
titled Portrait of a Militarist is emblematic of this approach.⁶² In spite of his
biographical method, Ruge, one of the GDR’s leading historians, did not
focus exclusively on Hindenburg’s life, but on the ‘fundamental ideological
problems of German history, on the essence of imperialism, the role of
militarism, the purpose of the state, and on the relationship between the
masses of the people and their exploiters . . .’.⁶³ He accused ‘bourgeois’
scholars of attempting to salvage the imperialist-militarist system by arguing
that a ‘senile General’ was the root of all evil.⁶⁴ In reality, Hindenburg
had been no more than a tiny screw in a giant ‘mechanism of perfect
inhumanity’, he argued. Only when all forms of imperialism had been
defeated once and for all could Hindenburg’s name be allowed to fade into
obscurity. Until then the memory of his ‘macabre personality’ had to be
preserved for posterity in order to ‘make a contribution to the destruction
of the system he represented’.⁶⁵
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Although such East German accounts certainly advocated a more com-
plete break with the Hindenburg myth than their ‘bourgeois’ West German
counterparts, they were equally riddled with apologetic tendencies. Be-
cause East German scholarship was focused on proving the culpability of the
capitalist and militarist elites, there was not much room for acknowledging
the susceptibility of ordinary Germans to the Nazis’ allure. Hindenburg
seemed to fit in perfectly: the militarist Prussian Junker with a vast estate,
whose family had faced allegations of corruption, was to be blamed for
the appointment of the Nazi leader—a narrative also exemplified in the
character of ‘Dogsborough’, a thinly-veiled version of Hindenburg in Ber-
tolt Brecht’s allegory of Hitler’s rise to power The Resistable Rise of Arturo
Ui, which was performed at East Berlin’s Berliner Ensemble from 1959.⁶⁶
Emphasizing the fateful role of the ‘Imperial Field Marshal’ however, en-
abled East Germans to project the guilt for German crimes onto a select
group of men and to distance themselves accordingly. Although conceived
in very different political systems, the memory strategies in East and West
Germany overlapped to a surprisingly high degree in their self-exculpatory
thrust.⁶⁷

East German historiography in the main underwent some surprising
transformations within the parameters of Marxist-Leninist scholarship.
From the 1970s onwards, for instance, historians re-cast the history of
Prussia in a more positive light. The restoration of the equestrian statue of
Frederick the Great in 1980, which had been removed from East Berlin’s
central avenue Unter den Linden in 1950, was a visible symbol of this shift.
More approving biographies of Frederick the Great and Bismarck were
published as well.⁶⁸ East German interpretations of Germany’s second Reich
President, however, never witnessed such revision. There was no room for
public Hindenburg eulogies in East Germany. On the contrary, he remained
a symbol for the pitfalls of the ‘bourgeois-imperialist system’—including
the GDR’s western neighbour, the Federal Republic.⁶⁹

Sites of past and present Hindenburg memory

Hindenburg’s different standing in post-war East and West German memory
was reflected not just in academic discourse, but also in spatial terms. For
the duration of the separation of the two German states, their disparate
treatment of Germany’s second President was mirrored in Berlin’s most
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central square.⁷⁰ Today’s Platz des 18. März on the western side of
Brandenburg Gate had been named Hindenburgplatz within days of his
death in August 1934. From 1961 onwards the GDR’s ‘anti-fascist bulwark’,
the Berlin Wall, ran right through it. Whereas the West Berlin side of
the square continued to be named Hindenburgplatz until after German
re-unification, the Eastern side of the square was given its pre-1934 name
Platz vor dem Brandenburger Tor in 1958.⁷¹

Whilst the names of prominent Nazis like Hitler, Goebbels, and Göring
were often eradicated from street signs spontaneously by Red Army
soldiers, the Soviet occupation authorities also issued detailed lists to local
councils with the names of all those historical figures to be changed
in the coming years. Hindenburg’s name was included.⁷² His name was
replaced with those of figures more suited to a Socialist Germany. Berlin’s
Hindenburgbrücke, linking the districts Prenzlauer Berg and Wedding, was
re-named Bösebrücke in 1948, honouring Wilhelm Böse, an anti-fascist
activist murdered by the Nazis.⁷³ In Jena, meanwhile, the Hindenburgstraße
was re-named Ernst-Thälmann-Straße to commemorate the KPD leader
who had twice challenged Hindenburg to the presidency and who had
been killed in Buchenwald.⁷⁴

A denazification of street names also took place in post-war West
Germany; one will search in vain for ‘Hitler’, ‘Goebbels’, or ‘Göring
Streets’ today. The Western policy, however, did not include Hindenburg
as straightforwardly. Because responsibility for West German streets has lain
with individual town councils, these have been able to proceed differently
since 1945: whereas Frankfurt am Main has rid itself not only of its
Hindenburg- and Tannenbergstraße, but its Bismarckstraße, too, cities like
Bonn, Mainz, and Saarbrücken each still have two streets commemorating
Hindenburg. The small town of Dillingen in Lower Saxony holds the
record with three. The district of Lichterfelde in south-western Berlin
still has its broad Hindenburgdamm, and the giant causeway connecting
Sylt with mainland Germany, named Hindenburgdamm in 1927, also still
bears that name today. While not a single Hindenburg Street has survived
in East Germany, of 209 larger West German towns and villages over
70 still feature Hindenburg Bridges, Streets, Squares, Parks, and Walls.⁷⁵
Controversy surrounding these visible traces of Hindenburg’s erstwhile
veneration has flared up repeatedly across the country, especially since
re-unification. Left-wing party groups in local councils, such as the Greens
or the PDS, have mostly been the driving force.⁷⁶ Due to the great
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bureaucratic complications involved in re-naming streets, however, such
endeavours have rarely been crowned with success.

Similarly, attempts to revoke Hindenburg’s honorary citizenship in some
of the numerous towns and villages that bestowed the honour upon him
during his lifetime have generated heated debates, but have for the most
part failed.⁷⁷ In the run-up to the seventieth anniversary of the ‘Day of
Potsdam’ in 2003, debates on the retraction of Hindenburg’s honorary
citizenship ensued in both Potsdam and Berlin.⁷⁸ According to a petition
by the Green Party, the former Reich President no longer deserved to be
honoured in the capital, because his political decisions had led to ‘war and
tyranny’ and had made possible ‘the murder of thousands of Berliners in
extermination camps, the death of the German civilian population, and the
destruction of Berlin in the Second World War’.⁷⁹ The conviction that
Hindenburg was directly responsible for the Nazis’ crimes could hardly be
made more explicit.

The local SPD, CDU, and FDP all opposed the idea of a retraction—not
because, they argued, Hindenburg should still be venerated, but because
lists of honorary citizens were historical documents in their own right,
which should not be altered. The Social Democratic head of Berlin’s
chamber of deputies and former mayor of West Berlin, Walter Momper,
stressed repeatedly in an interview that although he opposed the retraction,
he did not want to be seen as ‘defending Hindenburg’. Deciding to oppose
the Greens’ initiative had not been easy, he explained, because ‘after all
there is no one who stands up for Hindenburg with enthusiasm’.⁸⁰

Although Hindenburg has remained an honorary citizen of Berlin and
Potsdam, Momper’s statements more or less reflect the public consensus
in re-unified Germany at the beginning of the twenty-first century.⁸¹
While most German politicians and other opinion-makers would not
want to be seen as Hindenburg hagiographers, his memory is no longer
deemed threatening enough to warrant erasure—be it from street signs
or lists of honorary citizens. Especially when compared to the somewhat
impassioned public reactions to the—relatively contained—Hindenburg
worship in Marburg in the late 1940s, it is clear that debates about
Hindenburg have lost most of their urgency. Accordingly, most of the
recent scholarly works on the Weimar Republic still refer to his popular
veneration as a political factor, but do not re-visit the shrill—and partly
apologetic—debates of the late 1940s and 1950s, during which Hindenburg
was cast as the man who had ‘delivered’ the German people to Nazi rule.
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The fact that a non-democrat was the elected head of state of the Republic
is now generally considered one of many factors leading to Weimar’s
downfall.⁸² Although traces of Hindenburg’s former veneration remain in
the public realm, he no longer has mythical status. As Rainer Blasius opined
when commemorating the 90th anniversary of Tannenberg in the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, his name was becoming a historical admonition: ‘Ninety
years after the outbreak of war in 1914 there is hope that in spite of their
alleged military or political victories, myths and self-declared or glorified
saviours have lost their allure forever.’⁸³

∗ ∗ ∗

The illustrative fate of a statue by the sculptor Hermann Hosaeus perhaps
best sums up the extent to which Hindenburg has been subject to different
cycles of German memory since his death. Erected by German veterans
near the Kyffhäuser Memorial in Thuringia in 1938, it was encountered
by Soviet soldiers or local Communists after 1945. Keen to get rid of the
memorial to the ‘Imperial Field Marshal’, they intended to blow it up.
Because the statue was made of porphyry, an exceptionally hard stone,
however, they had to settle on pushing the statue over and burying it.
In the 1970s, a recreation home for members of East Germany’s secret
police, the Stasi, was built on the site. Construction workers discovered
the statue during the laying of the building’s foundations and seemingly
consigned it to an eternal fate underground: the statue’s feet were cast
in concrete and a pavilion built above. Though probably unaware of
the fact, Stasi spies on vacation now enjoyed their holidays on top of
Hindenburg’s effigy.

In the 1990s, a resourceful West German businessman who had since
bought the building and converted it into a hotel, learned about the
statue buried on his property and spotted a business opportunity. Much
to the dismay of some of the long-established East German villagers
of Bad Frankenhausen, he decided to dig up Hindenburg in 2004. His
plan to restore the statue in the hope of attracting extra guests to the Ky-
ffhäuser Hotel aroused considerable controversy; the spectre of a resurrected
Hindenburg—a possible symbol for the renaissance of right-wing narrat-
ives of the past in unified Germany—even haunted the national media.⁸⁴
After some negotiation with the Bad Frankenhausen council, however, the
hotelier has compromised.⁸⁵ Hindenburg is to remain underground, but
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made visible through a glass plate with a panel explaining the statue’s event-
ful history. Lying on one side, Hindenburg’s face looks up at the observer
from underground—a rather curious example of Germany’s archaeology
of memory: a monument to the once mythical Hindenburg, firmly buried,
yet visible and not entirely forgotten.



Conclusion

T he Hindenburg myth was an exceptionally potent—and hitherto
overlooked—force in German politics between 1914 and 1934.

Hindenburg acquired mythical stature soon after the Battle of Tannenberg
and became Germany’s undisputed national hero embodying the—typically
masculine—virtues of wartime: not just military skill, but determination,
strong nerves, sang-froid, the readiness for sacrifice, and a mighty sense of
duty. From the outset, Hindenburg appealed to broad sections of German
society, not least because his myth corresponded to the traditional structures
of popular imagination; it united and personalized older semantic and
semiotic traditions, such as the cults of Bismarck, Hermann the Cherusker,
and Barbarossa. Hindenburg’s veneration was not narrowly restricted to
a single class, confessional group, or to a particular region. Because his
seminal mythical moment had been the defence and salvation of the
homeland—crucially from Tsarist Russia—his allure even penetrated the
circles of patriotic and Russophobic Social Democrats. Although German
war propaganda consciously promoted his myth from the top down to
bolster the war effort and the monarchical idea, within less than two years
Hindenburg had eclipsed even his monarch, Wilhelm II. The Hindenburg
myth had a life of its own and would outlive the reign of the Hohenzollern
dynasty and survive German military defeat—a defeat his leadership had
meant to rule out.

The Hindenburg myth remained a lens through which Germans saw
events despite their growing insecurity and sense of crisis towards the end
of the war. The effectiveness of such propaganda began to encounter its
limits, as conveyed by the secret reports on the popular mood, but given
Hindenburg’s centrality in public discourse on the war it is striking that he
was hardly ever held accountable for Germany’s military failure. Instead, the
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democratic left vilified Ludendorff and authoritarian Wilhelmine politics,
whilst the right found its scapegoat in the ‘stab-in-the-back’ theory. Most
importantly, however, the Hindenburg myth survived in 1918/19, because
it still expressed the social expectations of large sections of German society:
to retrieve something positive from war, to continue believing in the
national cause, and to recreate order and recapture tranquillity after the
disruption of wartime. Re-creating order and preventing chaos were
especially important to the democratic left which engaged Hindenburg’s
mythical authority as a source of legitimacy for the new republican order.
This frame of reference in 1918/19 explains why Weimar democrats would
be able to believe in Hindenburg as a ‘resting pole’, a ‘lifesaver’, and
‘beacon of stability’ for long into his presidency.

Republican reluctance to criticize the Hindenburg myth, resting on belief
as well as calculation, soon turned into a burden for the young Republic.
Myths can stabilize a political order as much as they can undermine
it. Especially the interconnectedness of the Hindenburg myth and the
‘stab-in-the-back’ narration—anti-republican to its core—meant that after
1919 his myth was increasingly caught up in the extreme of politics.
Anti-republicans discovered Hindenburg-worship as a vital resource of
agitation and mobilization, most visibly during his travels around East
Prussia and the Tannenberg commemorations in 1924. The Republic
increasingly came under siege as a result. The pro-republican parties found
themselves faced with the impossible task of defying attacks on democracy
camouflaged as veneration of Hindenburg. The Hindenburg myth was thus
a decisive factor in shifting the political climate considerably to the right
during Weimar’s early crisis-ridden years by disarming republican defences.
Republicans repeatedly alerted Hindenburg to his polarizing influence but
he did nothing to avert this course. On the contrary, he consciously aided
in spreading anti-republican ideas and was integral to popularizing the
stab-in-the-back legend, not least during the court hearings in 1919.

Because he had not faded from public imagination since his second
retirement in 1919, his myth did not have to be resurrected during the
presidential contest of 1925. The Reichsblock managed to transform his
mythical reputation into political capital in 1925: it helped the right
capture, of all things, the highest republican office. Hindenburg’s unre-
mittingly broad appeal not only galvanized anti-republicans, but also drew
many previous non-voters to the polls and held considerable sway in
the realm of political Catholicism. Furthermore, left-wing reluctance to
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attack Germany’s most venerated figure—the result of over a decade of
cross-party Hindenburg reverence—substantially weakened and confused
the republican campaign and therefore contributed in no small measure to
his victory.

Hindenburg’s first term as President witnessed profound changes among
the attitudes of both his followers and former opponents. As a result of
his initial reluctance to implement a thoroughly anti-democratic agenda,
the radical right began to turn its back on the President while republicans
increasingly began to sing his praises. A republican layer of the Hindenburg
myth emerged that fed off his stance during the revolution and demobil-
ization in 1918: that of the dutiful president who stabilized the republican
order and helped to consolidate democracy, overcoming the chaos of Wei-
mar’s early years by sheer virtue of his character and rock-like presence. The
evocative symbol of the ‘rock’ invoked Hindenburg’s masculine gravitas,
but also expressed the extent to which his age was portrayed as a benefit;
he was likened to matter that resisted the ravages of time.

The immense popularity Hindenburg brought with him into office
transformed the face of the Weimar presidency. After 1925 he became
more ubiquitous in German public life than ever before. The Hindenburg
myth did not just find expression in the party political press but also
found new cultural and commercial outlets. That the myth was increas-
ingly disseminated via the new mass media of film, radio, the illustrated
papers, and commercial advertising contributed significantly to its scope,
endurance, and intensity, and turned it into much more than a political
fashion. Hindenburg’s omnipresence across the new mass media, whose
audiences were more amorphous than the readership of the traditional
party press, meant that his myth increasingly transcended the dividing lines
of Weimar politics. Republicans, too, were exposed to—and sometimes
shaped—Hindenburg’s iconic status, blurring the boundaries between
cultural entertainment and propagandistic politics.

This considerable overlap of open, if qualitatively different, republican
and right-wing veneration of Hindenburg mirrored in the mass cultural
sphere during Hindenburg’s first term was also evident on his eightieth
birthday. Although the orchestrated unity of 2 October 1927 rang hollow,
that the Hindenburg myth proved polyvalent enough in this era of sharpen-
ing political polarization to attract a diverse band of followers ranging from
moderate Social Democrats, such as Gustav Noske, to the DNVP, and
the Nazi party was highly significant. No other figure in this fragmented
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period was venerated by such a broad social and political coalition. Social
Democratic and bourgeois-republican worship of Hindenburg, of course,
differed qualitatively from that of right-wing bourgeois Germans. One
would probably have searched in vain for Hindenburg portraits in Social
Democratic workers’ living rooms and their public praise of Hindenburg
differed in terms of style and substance from that of their bourgeois coun-
terparts. Moderate left leaders and commentators nevertheless subscribed to
significant layers of the mythical narrative, especially when hailing Hinden-
burg as a beacon of tranquillity and rock of stability. They, too, frequently
emphasized his sense of duty, and based their belief in the constitutionality
of his actions on their trust in this national father figure. Different versions
of the Hindenburg myth thus existed among his body of faithful, but often
did so simultaneously.

The mythical chronology of the nationalist right was unlike that of
republicans: the focus was on the interconnectedness of Hindenburg’s early
career with the Kaiserreich’s ‘glorious past’, on victory at Tannenberg and
his wartime leadership, on his first election success, and, from 1933, on
his role in the ‘Third Reich’. The pre-Nazi democratic left, meanwhile,
had emphasized a different set of dates: Hindenburg’s stabilizing impact
during the revolution and its aftermath, his constitutional stance after 1925,
and his victory over Hitler in 1932. The Hindenburg myth was thus in
a constant process of being re-negotiated and re-interpreted; it was an
ever-evolving phenomenon which had to incorporate the many twists
and turns of Hindenburg’s career. This very polyvalence, in fact, made
the Hindenburg myth a more plastic and potent phenomenon than one
trapped in the tight corset of Weimar’s right-wing political sphere could
ever have been. Crucially, the belief in Hindenburg as an indispensable
source of stability—a ‘rock’ of the Republic—would make republicans
less perceptive when it came to recognizing, and holding the President
accountable for, the quiet constitutional takeover from 1930. It also led in
no small measure to Hindenburg’s re-election in 1932. Supporting him as
a bulwark or an ‘imperturbable dam’ against the Nazi ‘tide’ rested on older
patterns of thought relating to the war and to 1918/19.

So multi-layered, in fact, was his myth that Hindenburg could be
perceived both as a saviour from Weimar and saviour of Weimar within
the space of a few years; and indeed in the same election campaign, as
the conflicting campaign rhetoric of people such as Otto Braun and Julius
Elbau on the one hand, and Edgar Julius Jung and Count Kuno Westarp
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on the other illustrates. Only when grasping the mythical narrative as a
multi-layered phenomenon with different layers simultaneously appealing
to different groups can we understand its inimitably broad and enduring
appeal. This multi-layered nature meant that a bricoleur of the radical right
like Joseph Goebbels could peel off Hindenburg’s republican stratum once
he sided more openly with their political aim of the ‘national revolution’.
It was precisely because Hindenburg managed to cut across party political
lines like no other figure in this period of political polarization, that his
myth—and, by extension, his actions—could wield such influence over
the course of Weimar’s history.

The myth’s anti-democratic function was not always evident. Differ-
ent political groups employed it to further more current agendas. When
Hindenburg defied many of his former right-wing voters and signed the
Young Plan in March 1930, it looked as though he would, in fact, continue
to boost republican stability. Ultimately, however, the myth’s function
depended in no small measure on what causes he was willing to lend his
name to—a key difference between Hindenburg, the living myth and
mythical narratives involving abstract concepts or figures from a long-
gone past. Their capacity as vacant vessels is ultimately greater and more
straightforward. Subscribing to the Hindenburg myth, by contrast, entailed
potential disappointment. That the trust invested in him by so many of
his followers—both on the left and right—survived in spite of military
failure and political disappointments is cause to question the notion that the
Hindenburg myth was simply moulded in the image of the expectations
and desires of German society. If myths nevertheless give us clues to the
collective unconscious of the society in which they are worshipped, then
German society harboured strong wishes for a national father figure and
political saviour, and cherished the sense of order and continuity Hinden-
burg’s mythical presence offered more than the various political—and
military—goals associated with his name. As we have seen, for many the
trust in Hindenburg was non-negotiable, but his devotees also showed
astonishing adaptive abilities; rather than debunking the Hindenburg myth
in 1918, 1925, 1930, 1932, or in 1933 they largely settled with what they
were offered. While the mythical narrative itself was constantly evolving,
with layer after layer being added around the nucleus of his Tannenberg
credentials, the belief in Hindenburg’s mythical qualities was less ephem-
eral and more enduring than a narrow application of Weber’s model of
‘charismatic authority’—which defines projection as key—would suggest.
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Crucially, Hindenburg’s re-election in April 1932 made him the ultimate
arbiter of Hitler. If, as has been argued with reference to the 1932
presidential elections, Hindenburg had had no genuine followers in the
last years of Weimar, but had been perceived entirely as the lesser of two
evils by the democrats on the one hand and deserted completely by right-
wing Germans on the other, there would have been no need to rely on
his mythical status during the campaign. Democratic commentators could
have focused exclusively on their opposition to Hitler, and Hindenburg’s
right-wing opponents could simply have brushed their veneration of the
Field Marshal and President under the carpet. If the Hindenburg myth
had indeed sounded hollow in 1932, the Nazis would not have been
able to rely on his mythical authority to the extent that they did when
they took power less than a year later. In fact, they stressed Hindenburg’s
mythical endorsement of their rule from the outset. Given their brutality
towards other opponents and competitors, the lengths to which they went
to reap the benefits of Hindenburg’s authority are striking—and only
understandable if the party leadership genuinely believed that they would
not fare as well on a more aggressive course. Hindenburg may have lost
some of his allure to the political class, but not to the populace. The Nazis
continued to accept—and honour—Hindenburg as a parallel authority
in the symbolic realm and his myth was a vital tool in the process of
consolidating their rule at a time when Hitler’s stature as a ‘statesman’ still
had to be fashioned; the ‘seizure of power’ was ultimately not completed
until Hindenburg died. The President did nothing to stop his veneration
playing into the hands of the Nazi regime. Quite the contrary: he willingly
participated in the stage-managed shows of unity with Hitler. Moreover,
his political will provided the regime with invaluable symbolic ammunition
after his death.

Without a permanent official myth-maker, or bricoleur, the Hindenburg
myth required a variety of thurifers. The Imperial War Press Office
encouraged his wartime popularity by means of censorship and carefully
orchestrated information management. During the Weimar years, many
different personalities, ranging from German Nationalist politicians such as
Wilhelm von Gayl, and the members of the Reichsblock to State Secretary
Meissner, were involved in promoting Hindenburg. The heterogeneous
members of the United Hindenburg Committees of 1932, the Centre Party
Chancellor Heinrich Brüning, Goebbels, who orchestrated Hindenburg’s
appearances and carefully Nazified the mythical narrative in the ‘Third
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Reich’, and crucially, Hindenburg himself were important players in this
process of image management and control.

Whilst much of the Hindenburg worship remained spontaneous—or
was appropriated strategically by businesses for commercial purposes—and
not controlled by a single political agent, Hindenburg’s efforts to censor
his image in the cultural realm prior to 1933 show how closely he was
involved in the mythmaking process—and how aware he was of its power.
That he willingly participated in the Nazis’ stage-managed propaganda
displays thus takes on new meaning—as does the fact that he was of sound
mind until his death. Hindenburg was no senile old man oblivious to
the powers of image and propaganda, conned by the Nazis’ powers of
seduction.

Strikingly, Hindenburg remained a rallying point for opponents of the
regime in spite of his complicity in the Nazi takeover and his propagandistic
support for the party. Many continued to believe in his integrity and
considered him a fellow victim of the regime—or at least a senile old man
above blame—who was being exploited. A hopeful sense of trust in his
rock-like presence and his power to alter people’s fortunes remained. As a
result, Jewish veterans and Social Democrats were equally overwhelmed by
fear and depression when Hindenburg died in August 1934. The intangible
belief in Hindenburg as a beacon of stability and order, the belief that he
would ‘sort things out’ and ‘save’ Germany, had meant different things to
different groups of society during the previous twenty years. Ultimately,
those who had hoped, as late as 1932, that ‘simply by being there’ he would
save them from Nazism were let down bitterly.

Whilst Hindenburg’s media presence naturally diminished somewhat
after his death, the Nazis continued to invoke his myth. This continuing
reliance on his authority was most evident during his second funeral in
1935, and in the fact that the Nazis moved Hindenburg’s coffin from the
Tannenberg Memorial in early 1945, when Germany’s military situation was
already extremely desperate. After 1945, their emphasis on Hindenburg’s
role in the ‘Third Reich’ remained, albeit now re-interpreted in a largely
negative light. In West Germany, Weimar’s second President increasingly
began to be regarded as Hitler’s ‘stirrup holder’. Focusing on Hindenburg’s
role in the Nazi ‘seizure of power’ was not free from apologetic tendencies,
however. Arguing that a politically weak and senile old man had ‘delivered’
the country to Nazi rule enabled Germans to pinpoint the blame for the
Nazis’ rise to power on a small group of men. Blaming Hindenburg thus
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offered an opportunity to skirt the issue of popular consent so vital to Nazi
rule, just like blaming Hitler would for the 12 years that followed.

At the same time, however, the renunciation of Hindenburg was not
total in the pluralist Federal Republic. Countless streets carry his name
to this day and there was a strong undercurrent of Hindenburg worship
among select, yet influential, groups, especially among the expellees.
Whilst such pluralist memories doubtless also existed in the GDR, the
East German state left no space for these to be voiced openly; in official
East German accounts Hindenburg featured as the chief representative of
the corrupt ‘bourgeois-imperialist’ system. His name was erased from all
street signs and his memorials discarded. In reunified Germany the debates
about Hindenburg have gradually lost their urgency. While traces of his
erstwhile veneration remain, Hindenburg is by and large no longer subject
to self-exculpatory vilification nor still adulated to monumental heights.
A Hindenburg myth on the scale of the phenomenon that caught the
imagination of an inimitably broad social and political coalition of Germans
between 1914 and 1934 and beyond, turning it into one of the most potent
forces in German politics in a period otherwise characterized by rupture
and fragmentation, has ceased to exist.
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Republik’, in M.-L. Recker (ed.), Parlamentarismus in Europa: Deutschland,
England und Frankreich im Vergleich (Munich, 2004), 65–96.

13. J. Wheeler-Bennett, The Wooden Titan (London, 1936).
14. e. g. ibid., 272; Dorpalen, Hindenburg; H. A. Turner, German Big Business

and the Rise of Hitler (New York and Oxford, 1985); H. Schulze, Weimar:
Deutschland 1917–1933 (Berlin, 1982), 100 and 298–300.

15. W. Maser, Hindenburg: Eine politische Biographie (Rastatt, 1990); H. Zaun,
Hindenburg und die deutsche Außenpolitik 1925–1934 (Cologne, 1999); W. Pyta,
‘Paul von Hindenburg als charismatischer Führer der deutschen Nation’, in
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Philosophie des Mythos, vol. 2: Neuzeit und Gegenwart (Darmstadt, 1991), 110.

28. A. Horstmann, ‘Der Mythosbegriff vom frühen Christentum bis zur Gegen-
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36. H.-H. Nolte, ‘Mythos-Plädoyer für einen engen Begriff ’, Saldern, Mythen,

36–9, here: 36.
37. C. G. Flood, Political Myth: A Theoretical Introduction (New York and London,

2004), 44.
38. Saldern, ‘Mythen, Legenden und Stereotypen’, 15.
39. Orlow, ‘The Conversion of Myths’, 906; Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis,
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Internationale Forschung über den Nationalsozialismus (Hamburg, 1986), 101–31;
J. Petzold, Die Dolchstosslegende: Eine Geschichtsfälschung im Dienst des deutschen
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Geschichte der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in Bonn, vol. 5 (1993), 5–28. For a
summary of the historiographical debate see H. A. Winkler, ‘Der umstrittene
Wendepunkt: Die Revolution von 1918/19 im Urteil der westdeutschen
Geschichtswissenschaft’, in idem (ed.), Weimar im Widerstreit: Deutungen der
ersten deutschen Republik im geteilten Deutschland (Munich, 2002), 33–42; Kolb,
Weimar, 149–59.

95. See Westarp’s assessment in F. Frhr. v. Gaertringen (ed.), Kuno Graf von
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in H. Hürten, Die Anfänge der Ära Seeckt: Militär und Innenpolitik 1920–1922
(Düsseldorf, 1979), 285–7.



notes to pages 65 –83 245

86. Government envoy to Bavaria, 23 August 1922, Kabinette Wirth, no. 344,
1030, fn. 12. On the events in Munich also Hellmut von Gerlach’s report of
August 1922, K. Holl and A. Wild (eds.), Ein Demokrat kommentiert Weimar:
Die Berichte Hellmut von Gerlachs an die Carnegie-Friedensstiftung in New York
1922–1930 (Bremen, 1973), 57–9. It is therefore not true that Hindenburg
was ‘so appalled’ by the East Prussian events that he ‘refused to appear in
public again’ ‘for over a year’, as Wheeler-Bennett maintains in his Wooden
Titan, 257.

87. See ‘Von der Tannenberg-Feier’ (1921), BAK, NL31, no. 19, n.p.; and
K. Koszyk, Geschichte der deutschen Presse, vol. 3: Deutsche Presse 1914–1945
(Berlin, 1972), 69.

88. See also the attempt to highlight the working-class contribution to Tannen-
berg by the Social Democratic KV, 10 August 1921.

89. Tietz, Tannenberg-Nationaldenkmal, 29; DRPS, no. 199, 2 September 1919;
and no. 193, 28 August 1920.

90. Koszyk, Deutsche Presse, vol. 3, 71.
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9. Meissner, Staatssekretär; Weber, Büro, 151–76; Pyta, Hindenburg, 559–61; on
Meissner’s role during Ebert’s presidency: Mühlhausen, Ebert, 226–8.
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95. O. Jung, ‘Plebiszitärer Durchbruch 1929? Zur Bedeutung von Volksbegehren
und Volksentscheid gegen den Young-Plan für die NSDAP’, GG, 15 (1989),
489–510.

96. See the memoirs of Goebbels’s lawyer, v.d. Goltz: BAK, KLE653, no. 2,
148–51; also Goebbels, diary entry for 19 September 1929, Reuth, Goebbels
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Tagebücher, vol. 2, 507; also BAK, KLE 653, no. 2, 156–7.
107. Hindenburg sued for libel more often than Ebert although the latter was

subject to much fiercer public criticism, see the memorandum of 27 May
1930, BAB, R601, no. 53, n.p.; further Weber, Büro, 481, fn. 1492.
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printed in Koops, Brüning, vol. 1, no. 622, 2153–4; Hitler to Brüning,
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‘‘Hindenburgausschüsse’’ ’, 22 February 1932, printed in Wengst, Quellen zur
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Fröhlich, Goebbels Tagebücher, 121–2, in which he mentions drafting the
memorandum.

70. See Duesterberg’s memoirs in BAK, NL1377, no. 47, chapter 19, 171–201.
71. Report from Nuremberg, 24 May 1932, BAB, R1501, no. 126043, 182; also

the leading article in Der Nationalsozialist, 17 February 1932; and the brochure
by ‘Spectator Germaniae’, NSDAP Hauptarchiv, Reel 13A, fol. 1399, n.p.

72. The Berlin police also noted this: LAB, A Pr. Br. Rep. 030, no. 7594, 63.
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of the elections in the SPD-affiliated press see: BAB, R 8034 II, no. 9154.
129. Winkler, Arbeiter, 514–15; also R. Albrecht, ‘Symbolkampf in Deutschland

1932: Sergej Tschachotin und der ‘‘Symbolkrieg’’ der Drei Pfeile gegen
den Nationalsozialismus als Episode im Abwehrkampf der Arbeiterbewegung
gegen den Faschismus in Deutschland’, IWK, vol. 22, no. 4 (1986), 498–533;
Harsch, Social Democracy, 169–87; also the pro-Hindenburg appeal of the
ADGB, copy in BAB, R601, no. 373, 69.

130. Der Abend, no. 112, 7 March 1932; Allen, Seizure of Power, 94.
131. Kessler, diary entry for 8 April 1932, Kessler, Diaries, 413; c.f. Chapter 1,

23.
132. In a crucial meeting of 5 February, Mathilde Wurm, a moderate leftist, was

the only one who upheld her opposition to supporting Hindenburg, Harsch,
Social Democracy, 179.

133. Cited in ibid., 180.
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778.

61. Kershaw, Hitler Myth, 54.
62. Bracher et al., Machtergreifung, 150–2.
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Gamm, Hans-Joachim, Der Flüsterwitz im Dritten Reich (Munich, 1963)
Gay, Peter, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York and Evanston,

IL, 1968)
Gerwarth, Robert, The Bismarck Myth: Weimar Germany and the Legacy of the Iron

Chancellor (Oxford, 2005)
Glatzer, Dieter and Glatzer, Ruth, Berliner Leben 1914–1918: Eine historische Reportage

aus Erinnerungen und Berichten (Berlin, 1983)
Goebel, Stefan, ‘Forging the Industrial Home Front: Iron-Nail Memorials in

the Ruhr’, in Macleod, Jenny and Purseigle, Pierre (eds.), Uncovered Fields:
Perspectives in First World War Studies (Leiden and Boston, MA, 2004), 159–78



302 bibliography

Goergen, Jeanpaul, ‘Der dokumentarische Kontinent: Ein Forschungsbericht’,
in Kreimeier, Klaus, Ehmann, Antje and Goergen, Jeanpaul (eds.), Geschichte
des dokumentarischen Films in Deutschland: vol. 2: Weimarer Republik 1918–1933
(Stuttgart, 2005), 15–43

Gollbach, Michael, Die Wiederkehr des Weltkrieges in der Literatur: Zu den Fron-
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aus der Zeit von 1888 bis 1933 (Ratingen near Düsseldorf, 1964)

Scharlau, Winfried, ‘Mit ihm trug sich Preußen selber zu Grabe: Der Mythos
Hindenburg und ein wissenschaftlicher Skandal’, Der Monat, vol. 23 (1971),
56–64

Scheck, Raffael, Mothers of the Nation: Right-wing Women in Weimar Germany
(Oxford and New York, 2004)

Schenk, Frithjof Benjamin, ‘Tannenberg/Grunwald’, in Etienne Francois and
Hagen Schulze, (eds.), Deutsche Erinnerungsorte, vol. 2, (Munich, 2001),
446–57

Schilling, Rene, Deutungsmuster heroischer Männlichkeit in Deutschland 1813–1945
(Paderborn, 2003)

Schmid, Hans-Dieter, ‘Der Mythos-Begriff in der neueren Geschichtswissenschaft,
Philosophie und Theologie’, in Saldern, Adelheid von (ed.), Mythen in Geschichte
und Geschichtsschreibung aus polnischer und deutscher Sicht (Münster, 1996),
40–2

Schmidt, Anne, Belehrung - Propaganda - Vertrauensarbeit: Zum Wandel amtlicher
Kommunikationspolitik in Deutschland 1914–1918 (Essen, 2006)
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Bayern 1914–1923 (Essen, 1997)
‘Republikanische Erinnerung in einer polarisierten Öffentlichkeit: Das
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Scheüch, Heinrich 44
Schiffer, Eugen 60, 61
Schleicher, Kurt von 169, 268
Schlieffen, Alfred von 15
Schmitt, Carl 109, 252
Schnabel, Franz 132
Scholz, Wilhelm von 20
Schöningh, Franz Josef 197
school textbooks 7, 130, 132, 199,

205
Schreiber, Georg 168
Schriftleitergesetz 179
Schultze-Pfaelzer, Gerhard 181, 201,

279
Schulze-Wechsungen, Walter 120
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Zöberlein, Hans 112


	Contents
	List of Illustrations
	List of Abbreviations
	Introduction
	1. The ‘Victor of Tannenberg’
	2. Surviving failure
	3. Anti-democratic politics
	4. Electing ‘the Saviour’
	5. Buying the icon
	6. Hollow unity
	7. The ‘inverted fronts’ of 1932
	8. ‘The Marshal and the Corporal
	9. Hindenburg after 1945
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Bibliography
	Index
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	Y
	Z




