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Between Propaganda and Reality

Hainer Michalske’s book is devoted to the exhibition
planned for 1940 to celebrate the invention of printing.
The event was to take place in Leipzig, a center of book
production and the Reich’s “fair city” (Reichsmessestadt).
The exhibition was planned as a large-scale international
event, whose aim was not only to celebrate the 500th
anniversary of Johannes Gutenberg’s invention but also
to propagate the achievements of National Socialist Ger-
many. The book is an additional, interesting contribution
to our understanding of how various elements of the Nazi
state functioned.

The exhibition, at least as its organizers planned
it, never took place. Instead, a memorial festivity for
Gutenberg on a much smaller scale was carried out in
Leipzig in 1940. Michalske’s book examines the reasons
for the failure of the planned exhibition. According to
Michalske, the main reason for this failure was the gap
between the ambitions of Reich authorities and their abil-
ity to translate them into reality. While Goebbels’s Re-
ich’s Ministry for People’s Education and Propaganda
(RMVP) envisioned a grand project for which a com-
pletely new exhibition area with pompous showrooms
should be built, those directly responsible for the design
of the exhibition–especially Gutenberg’s Reich Exhibi-
tion’s manager–realized that numerous problems would
be attached to such an ambitious project. These problems
were mostly financial and also related to the difficult ac-
cessibility of the exhibition’s area for the visitors; to ar-
rive at the event venue, visitors were supposed to march
a kilometer from HindenburgstraÃe to the entrance. The

distances between the exhibition’s separate showrooms
were also too grand. Michalske also mentions the con-
tradiction between the propagandistic glorification of the
average worker (schaffender Mensch) by the German La-
bor Front (DAF) and plans to destroy parts of Leipzig’s
original buildings to make room for the new exhibition’s
showrooms, a plan that also contributed to the failure of
the exhibition. The rivalry between Leipzig, Mainz, and
Cologne, three cities with historical interests in influenc-
ing celebrations of the 500th anniversary of Gutenberg’s
invention, also did not aid the success of the event.

As Michalske demonstrates, the real problems began
in the realization stage of the project, when rivalries be-
tween various institutions of the Third Reich were exac-
erbated. The central institutions of the Reich that pro-
claimed their interest in the exhibition were eager to
place the financial burden of the exhibition upon mu-
nicipal authorities of the city of Leipzig and the state of
Saxony. The Reich Air Ministry, Financial Ministry, and
Ministry for People’s Education and Propaganda refused
to participate financially in the exhibition. Procurement
of the necessary building materials was also hampered
by the general plenipotentiary for management of iron
and steel, as these materials were essential to the rear-
mament program. Fritz Todt resolved the issue with the
compromise that the exhibition should take place in a
more modest space than originally planned, at the facili-
ties for Leipzig’s Technical Fair, while the necessary iron
was to be procured from the iron stocks of Leipzig itself
or by the Mannesmann factory.
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Michalske contextualizes the preparation for the
Gutenberg’s Reich’s Exhibition in German cultural for-
eign policiy of the 1930s, especially the period before and
after 1938. Although in 1935, with the inauguration of
the Four-Year Plan, the Third Reich adopted a clear plan
for rearmament and began preparation for war, Germany
still outwardly transmitted the image of a “peace-loving
nation.” The intention of making the Gutenberg Exhibi-
tion a “world exhibition” with wide international partic-
ipation reflects this tendency clearly. Practically no for-
eign trade union of the book industry (with the excep-
tion of Finland) that received an invitation to participate
declined it, or noticed the contradiction between the na-
ture of National Socialism and the liberal and tolerant im-
age the Nazi Germany wanted to transmit to the outside
world. Only a few individuals and private firm owners
openly pointed to this contradiction. Even among those
countries that formed an alliance against Germany dur-
ing World War II, few objections wree broached in ad-
vance against participating.

Michalske claims that the turning point in the prepa-
ration for the exhibition fell in 1938. In this year, Ger-
many adopted an open course toward war and dropped

the image of a “peace-loving nation” that it had been ea-
ger to cultivate previously. At the same time, the Nazi
regime escalated the mobilization efforts of the German
population for war after the Sudetenland crisis indicated
that German popular opinion indicated fear of war. Af-
ter 1938, attempts tomake the exhibition an international
event faded into the background. Even so, it was not
abandoned altogether. On the contrary, those respon-
sible for the exhibition increased their publicity efforts
in countries such as Great Britain, the United States, and
France, in order to increase participation in the exhibi-
tion.

Michalske shows that themain problem of the exhibi-
tion was the gap between attempts by Third Reich rulers
to envision it and the realities of diverting the necessary
materials away from rearmament; in this sense, the im-
age of Nazi Germany as a cultured, enlightened country
was necessarily juxtaposed with the barbarous, criminal
nature of theThird Reich. At the same time, however, the
work destroys the assumption that the Third Reich was a
rigidly centralized state and shows the degree of freedom
of action that the lowest levels of the state had.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-german

Citation: Leonid Rein. Review of Michalske, Hainer, Die Gutenberg-Reichsausstellung 1940: Ein Beitrag zur nation-
alsozialistischen Kulturpolitik. H-German, H-Net Reviews. February, 2008.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=14230

Copyright © 2008 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews
editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.

2

https://networks.h-net.org/h-german
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=14230
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

