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("Dictatorship and Democracy in the Age of Extremes:

Spotlights on the History of Europe in the Twentieth Century”)
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Background information on the content of the exhibition:

26 large-size posters show how the "seminal catastrophe” of World War [ and its orgy of violence abet the rise of
totalitarian movements in the 20th century — and how the new democracies struggling for stability after the war
quickly go on the defensive. The communists come to power in Russia, the fascists in Italy. Authoritarian regimes
establish themselves in much of East Central Europe. Nationalism, leftwing radicalism, antisemitism, rassism, and
conspiracy theories are not just widespread in Germany. But it is here that the National Socialists assume power
in 1933. They singlemindedly prepare for a new war. At the same time mass terror rages in Stalin's Soviet Union.
25 years after the outbreak of World War I, Germany invades Poland, thus unleashing World War II, which is
conducted as a war of extermination in the East. The racial antisemitism of the Nazi regime escalates at the same

time into a systematic murder of the European Jews.

The dictatorships of interwar Europe and World War II cannot be explained without reference to World War L. The
erection of new communist dictatorships in eastern central Europe after 1945, as well as the subsequent division
of Germany, Europe, and the world, are in turn the results of World War II. Democracy, freedom, and international
understanding, which gradually become commonplace across Western Europe after 1945, do not obtain in

eastern central Europe for another four decades.

It is first with the upheavals and revolutions that take place there in 1989 that the people win their freedom and
independence. The revolutions are not just the precondition for overcoming European and German division, but
also for achieving European integration. Following the 1992 Treaty of Maastricht, the latter reaches a high point in
2004 with the first eastern enlargment of the EU. The peoples and states belonging to the European Union have
learned their lesson from history. They have pledged to solve conflicts by seeking consensus and working

together for the good of the international community.

The exhibition "Dictatorship and Democracy in the Age of Extremes" portrays Europe’s 20th century as a dramatic
history of the struggle between freedom and tyranny, democracy and dictatorship. In so doing, and inspired by

the year 2014, it invites viewers to take a historical pulse of the preceding century.



