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HISTORICAL
DEVELOPMENT
Oscar Zügel, Ikarus (Icarus), 1935/36, oil on plywood, 100 x 81 cm
Donation from the Oscar Zügel Archive. Art and Social Responsi‐
bility, Balingen to the Center for Persecuted Arts, Solingen

In 1990, the WDR journalist Hajo Jahn founded the Else Lasker-Schüler Society in Wuppertal, the
birthplace of the painter-poet Else Lasker-Schüler. She had become famous in Berlin and was
forced to flee from there to escape the National Socialists. Because Hajo Jahn saw her biogra‐
phy as a link between the various forms of persecuted arts, he committed himself to a contem‐
porary culture of remembrance and a “Center for Persecuted Arts” that would take all artistic
genres into account.
Against the background of the outbreak of racism directed against refugees and minorities in
reunified Germany, Hajo Jahn and Jürgen Serke initiated a nationwide action of the Else LaskerSchüler Society on November 9, 1992: “A Night in Germany,” a reaction to the arson attacks, in
which authors read in the homes of asylum seekers—“against xenophobia, violence, and antiSemitism,” in Rostock, Moelln, Cottbus, Hünxe, Magdeburg, Schwerin, Dresden, and Solingen. In
1994, the Else Lasker-Schüler Society Wuppertal, together with Exil-PEN, called for the founding
of a Center for Persecuted Arts.
On September 12, 1994, the Else Lasker-Schüler Society presented the dependent foundation
“Burned and Banished Poets/Artists – For a Center of Persecuted Arts” in the Düsseldorf state
parliament. There, an appeal with signatures of fifty authors was submitted, including Günter
Grass, Siegfried Lenz, Johannes Mario Simmel, and Tankred Dorst, as well as the East German
writers Sarah Kirsch, Reiner Kunze, Jürgen Fuchs, and Wolf Biermann; further signees included
Herta Müller and the Israelis Yehuda Amichai, Jakob Hessing, and Tuvia Rübner. The signature
of the world’s most famous persecuted poet Salman Rushdie stood for the topicality of the sub‐
ject: Writers, journalists, and artists were and continue to be persecuted, censored, imprisoned,
and murdered in dictatorships.

In 1997, Rolf Jessewitsch, Director of the Mu‐
seum Baden in Solingen (later the Kunstmuse‐
um Solingen), came across a private collection
of more than 3,000 works of figurative German
art from the dawn of modernism around 1910
to the penultimate decade of the twentieth cen‐
tury. Gerhard Schneider’s collection focused on
works by unrecognized figurative artists, most
of whom had fallen into oblivion due to political
circumstances and ideological dictates. These
distortions of German art history already began
with the First World War, persisted most sever‐
ely through the machinations of National Socia‐
lism with its notion of “degenerate art,” and con‐
tinued to have an effect on an ideologically
guided understanding of art in divided Germany
after 1945. At the turn of the millennium, a first
exhibition accompanied by a catalog, Verfemt –
Vergessen – Wiederentdeckt (Ostracized – For‐
gotten – Rediscovered), was organized and pre‐
sented on the basis of this collection.

Anna Seghers, Das siebte Kreuz. Roman aus Hitlerdeutschland
(The Seventh Cross), El Libro Libre, Mexiko 1942. Civic Foundation
for Persecuted Arts – Else Lasker-Schüler Center – Gerhard
Schneider Art Collection

For the opening of the inaugural presentation of
the civic foundation in December 2004, there was also the first cooperation, along with accom‐
panying events, with the Wuppertal-based Else Lasker-Schüler Society. Subsequently, the muse‐
um in Solingen joined the initiative of the Else Lasker-Schüler Society with its Chairman Hajo
Jahn as the driving force to promote the founding of the Center for Persecuted Arts in Solingen.
After 2000, so-called “degenerate art” developed into one focus of the museum. With the help of
the commitment of citizens of Solingen, a civic foundation was established in 2004, which initi‐
ally secured parts of the Gerhard Schneider Collection for the public. In 2005, the Rhineland Re‐
gional Council (LVR) joined this civic foundation with an endowment; and in 2008, the Else Las‐
ker-Schüler Foundation acquired the collection of the journalist and author Jürgen Serke. It inclu‐
des twentieth-century literature that resisted National Socialism and Communism. Serke’s book
Die verbrannten Dichter (The Burned Poets) triggered a wave of rediscoveries in the Federal Re‐
public of Germany in the late 1970s and made the title of his book a popular catchphrase. The
museum in Solingen exhibited the Serke Collection as part of the exhibition Himmel und Hölle:
1918 bis 1989 (Heaven and Hell: 1918 to 1989) and concretized the idea of a Center for Persecu‐
ted Arts. In 2014, the civic foundation merged with the Lasker-Schüler Foundation, thus forming
the basis of the museum. In 2017, funds from the German Bundestag enabled the civic founda‐
tion to be significantly expanded to include a group of works from the Gerhard Schneider Collec‐
tion and the estate of the artist Oscar Zügel. Donations, such as nearly seventy works by the
painter Leo Breuer from the period between 1939 and 1946, continuously enrich the collection
of the civic foundation.
The official founding of the Center for Persecuted Arts would take until January 2015. On the
seventieth anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz concentration camp, the center—in co‐
operation with the Yad Vashem, Auschwitz-Birkenau, and Theresienstadt memorials and muse‐
ums—opened its first exhibition titled Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort (Death Does Not Have the

Else Lasker-Schüler, Thebes, 1923.
Civic Foundation for Persecuted
Arts – Else Lasker-Schüler Center
– Gerhard Schneider Art Collection

Last Word) on January 27, 2015 in the German Bundestag in Berlin.
The core of the exhibition was the story of three artists, which illus‐
trates how the past is still present. Peter Kien taught twelve-year-old
Yehuda Bacon how to draw in Theresienstadt. Both went to Au‐
schwitz: Kien died, while Bacon survived, went to Jerusalem, and be‐
came an artist and teacher at the Bezalel Academy. There, he taught
drawing to Sigalit Landau. She is now one of the world’s most influ‐
ential contemporary women artists. Kien, Bacon, and Landau are un‐
ited by the catastrophe of the last century: the Shoa, which has beco‐
me the core of their art. Supplemented by many contemporary art‐
works, the exhibition travelled on to the MOCAK Museum of Contem‐
porary Art Kraków in the former factory of Oskar Schindler and, in
December 2015, together with Spots of Light, curated by Yehudit Inbar,
Director Emeritus of the Museum Department in Yad Vashem, was
the inaugural exhibition of the Center for Persecuted Arts in Solingen.

The exhibition Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort showed how, immediately after their liberation,
detainees created art for remembrance and admonition, how art got caught between the mill‐
stones of politicization, how the survivors, especially the Israeli artist Yehuda Bacon, documen‐
ted the terror and created great works of art, how the second and third generation, the children
and grandchildren, liberated themselves from the grip of ideologies from the 1980s onwards,
indicted, asked uncomfortable questions, but also accepted the memory as a universal heritage.
The exhibitions in 2015 were paradigmatic for the center’s program. It sees itself as a museum
of discovery and presents the mechanisms of persecution and exclusion through biographies
and artistic creations, both physically and virtually. It presents the strategies of people who were
persecuted and fled and who tried to survive or overcome exile, emigration, and threat. Beyond
the traditional tasks of a museum, the center is a socio-political institution that responds to cur‐
rent developments, is open to future challenges, and conveys the values of a pluralistic, liberal
society. The center is an institution for the victims, not the perpetrators. The Shoa—the murder
of the Jews of Europe, the greatest crime against humanity—and its reflection in the arts are
presented just as openly in all aspects as the pictorial or literary testimonies of exile then and
now. The founding mission of the center is to provide a place to those who, due to flight and
expulsion, political persecution, and exclusion, have not found or will not find a forum, a public.
In this way, the Center for Persecuted Arts becomes a museum of the discovery of lost, forgot‐
ten, and barely considered stories and fates, which it presents nationally and internationally. It is
supported by the Rhineland Region Council’s Cultural Heritage Network.
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