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Nudism in Nazi Germany:
Indecent Behaviour or Physical Culture for

the Well-being of the Nation

ARND KRÜGER, FABIAN KRÜGER and
SYBILLE TREPTAU

Britain – let’s confess it – is a land of canting hypocrisy. Its religion is
a giant masquerade. The alleged righteous person regards nudity in
the light of immorality. He thinks the Nudist camps are hotbeds of
vice. He cannot think otherwise – his mentality will not allow him to.
His idea is based on a long and false tradition.1

Social nudism is the rule in Germany rather than the exception as in other
countries.2 Secretaries spend their lunch break in the nude in the nearest
park in major cities like Munich or Berlin. Complete nakedness is accepted
practice for men, women and children. Millions of people attend sexually
mixed saunas which advertise themselves as something special, having
hours or days reserved for single sexes. Monosexual saunas are often
considered meeting places for gays or lesbians – rather than for more
modest people. Holidays in the nude all over Europe are a billion
Deutschmark business. Not even the police state of the GDR could control
its nudists on the beaches of the Baltic Sea or around inland lakes.3

The history of social nudism in Germany has already been a focus of
attention,4 showing that there were and still are differences in the German
attitude toward the body and towards gender as compared with other
countries.5 A complete history of German nudism has never been written,6

but six distinct streams of thought can be identified: 

1. The German Beauty Movement [Schönheitsbewegung] included the
propagation of nudism. A beautiful body could best express itself in the
nude. As the Jugendstil (an ornamental art form at the beginning of the
twentieth century) was particularly involved in nudism, its popularity
after the turn of the century helped in spreading social nudism as part of
modernity.7 During the Nazi period a distinct form of (nude) beauty
was celebrated which had to be heroic, such as in the sculptures of
Arno Breker.8
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2. The German Youth Movement [Jugendbewegung] revolted against the
lack of flexibility and the hierarchical structure of society – residues of
a German brand of Victorianism. To demonstrate their liberty and shock
their elders, young German men and women spent time together in the
nude in camps, hostels or just in the local wood.9 During the Nazi period
all German youth were first encouraged to join and later coerced to join
the Hitler Jugend which followed many of the rules of the
Jugendbewegung but for completely different reasons.

3. The natural healing movement [Naturheilbewegung] advocated nudism
(mixed or not) for the benefit of exposing as much of the skin to the sun
as possible.10 The Nazis did not temper any of the professions, so the
paramedical and medical side of nudism was left alone.

4. The physical culture movement [Körperkulturbewegung] in traditional
Germany to some extent followed the physical culture of the ancient
Greeks and thus recommended nudism for the benefit of showing off
one’s muscularity. This was as much a male as a female affair in
Germany.11 With Surén gymnastics12 the Nazi had their own nudist
tradition in the military and paramilitary.

5. Several branches of rhythmical gymnastics and dance favoured dancing
in the nude. This way, in contrast to the covered body, it was possible to
see the motions of the body and to realize expression without
inhibition.13 The teacher could also see muscular tension and relaxation
more clearly and thus teach more effectively.14 As of 1941, dance and
ballet companies faced tremendous difficulties as any use of the music
of the enemy was no longer permitted, but rhythmic gymnastics were
encouraged.15

6. Finally, there is an aspect of nudism and naturism,16 anti smoking, anti
progress and vegetarians, that is often combined with special sectarian
brands of teetotallers, a Rousseau-esque back to nature, and an early
ecology movement. These Lebensreform [Reform of Life] movements
demanded a reconstruction of all elements of life from their members –
and that included a natural attitude towards one’s body, that is, to walk
around in the nude.17 Many Nazis considered Nazism itself a life reform
movement, so at least some of the aims were similar.

Social nudism became common practice in Germany from the late
nineteenth century onward. Even then, Nacktgymnastik [exercises in the
nude] caused little opposition because of the subscription to the ideals of
classical antiquity. Medical theory was partially in favour of gymnastics in
the nude.18 Social nudity existed in the name of racial hygiene. It allowed
better selection of marriage partners.19 Nudity served the purpose of creating
beautiful bodies through exercise. In a very broad sense, therefore, nudism
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in Germany with its emphasis on perfection of the body – through exercises
and breeding – was part of physical culture and sport.20

On the whole, in Germany it spread faster in the Protestant north than
in the Catholic south, more in cities than in town and village. It was not all
plain sailing. There were many legal cases, particularly in the early stages.
Frequently, it was the court in Lüneburg which was involved, as in its
district was the town and nudist camp of Egestorf which was sued. While
most camps were organized as non-profit clubs, the camp here was private
and commercial – and rented by the non-profit club.21 The club published
propaganda material which was often considered pornographic and tested
the limits of nudism to the advantage of the profits of the company owning
the camp and the publishing business. As the Lüneburg court had (and still
has) two decision-making levels, and judges who were generally held in
high esteem, their decisions were not challenged nationally.22 In contrast to
courts in other countries, it ruled that the state ought to be neutral, that a
policeman, as a full time state officer, could therefore not take offence at
nudism while on duty. As representative of the state, a policeman could be
a witness, but not press charges against nudists himself. If you saw
people in the nude you had to take offence immediately. As soon as you
started watching naked people for any length of time and were offended,
then the court ruled that you were a Peeping Tom who had no right to
press charges.23

As with all other forms of public expression, the time between 1919 and
1932 (Weimar Republic) in Germany was characterized by a great diversity
of national organizations formed on political, social, racial and many more
lines.24 In 1932, there were many national nudist organizations which cannot
all be mentioned here. While most were bourgeois,25 some were socialist,26

some were fascist,27 some were just commercial trying to attain as big a
market share as possible. These organizations comprised roughly 50,000
members, but the number of people practising casual nudism was at least
twice as large.28

Nazism

The National Socialist Party (NSDAP) was a relatively small political party
after the First World War. The party gained popularity particularly through
its charismatic leader Adolf Hitler. Hitler had set down much of his political
credo in Mein Kampf, a 600-page book, written while he was in prison for
attempting a Mussolini-like coup in Munich in 1923. To gain power, the
Nazis organized a broad bourgeois, conservative coalition of discontented
people, particularly after the Depression of 1929 when the liberal capitalist
system seemed to have collapsed. Those groups which had suffered in the
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Depression in particular were flocking to the Nazis in their 
thousands. 

Politically, the Nazis stood for Law and Order; like many other
conservative movements; they insisted on changing the rules of the
Versailles Treaty which had sealed German defeat in the First World War;
they blamed a world-wide Jewish conspiracy for everything that was not
going well in Germany. Communism was run by a brand of Russian Jewry,
US capitalism was dominated by Jews. The Nazis, therefore, initially insisted
that the Jewish influence in Germany should be reduced to its proportion in
the country. Eventually, however, they insisted that Germany should be for
Germans only and that Jews had to leave. In addition, the Nazis were
supported by the eugenic movement which insisted that non-Aryans in
Germany, feeble-minded Germans, criminals, etcetera, ought to be prevented
from reproducing in Germany (negative eugenics), while blond, blue eyed,
physically and mentally strong Germans ought to be enabled and encouraged
to reproduce more frequently (positive eugenics) so that eventually the
German race would be upbreeded for the benefit of a brighter future.29

Being such a broad coalition of special interest groups under the
umbrella of Hitlerism also meant that the aims of Nazism were not properly
defined in many areas. In some fields, the Nazis had political heavyweights
who had the power to place themselves as leaders in the new coalition
government after 31 January 1933 and particularly after the 3 March
election of 1933 which increased the Nazi and allied nationalist percentage
in the federal parliament from 42.5 per cent to 52.6 per cent.30 Joseph
Goebbels, the most prolific propaganda speaker and keen organizer who
had turned the capital Berlin from a ‘Red’ stronghold into a devout Nazi
capital, was a logical choice for head of propaganda. Hermann Goering, a
highly decorated officer of the First World War, could fill any function in
relation to the police or military. Baldur von Schirach, the Hitler Youth
Chief, was to continue in that function. But there were many offices and
functions without a clear-cut personality in charge.31

Another phenomenon should also not be overlooked: While the Nazi
Party had about 800,000 members by January 1933, political opportunism
had grown to such proportions that 1.6 million new members flooded to the
Nazi Party in the following three months before the elections. This increase
in membership reached such frightening levels for the old members of the
Nazi Party that they prohibited new members from joining immediately
after the April election, and insisted that political positions ought to be
given to members with a low membership number and not to the
opportunistic latecomers.32

While much of Nazism was roughly defined in Mein Kampf, many areas
were not. Nobody knew what position the Nazis would take on sport. There
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had been no Nazi sport organization and many areas of the Turner and sport
movements could well imagine that they would gain more prominence after
the Nazi take-over.33 In sport, as in many other fields, Nazism was basically a
fascist movement. If the Nazis did not have a position and needed one fast, one
of the ways to solve a problem was to see how Mussolini had handled the
situation in Italy.34 The fascist model was particularly strong in the very early
phases of Nazi power in 1933. For sport, it meant strong state sport with
emphasis on international success (to achieve a culture of consent),35 on
military preparedness, on improving the role of the physical education teacher
in the school system.36 It also meant outlawing socialist, communist and, even-
tually, Protestant and Catholic sports organizations – but not their members.37

General encouragement to do sport went hand in hand with co-ordination of
the various sports organizations under a unified and strong Nazi leadership. 

The year 1933 is of particular interest, as it shows that within Nazism
there was a certain open-mindedness in dealing with organizational
problems. In the first years of Nazi rule, the situation was certainly still
relatively unrestricted – at least in those fields where the Nazis had
conflicting aims – such as sport or nudism.38 In their own personal defence
after 1945, many people accused of Nazi crimes insisted that they only
followed orders, that they had no chance to influence the system. The
opportunists of spring 1933 insisted that they had had to join the Nazi Party:
in reality they had joined to gain personal advantage.39

It should also not be overlooked that the situation locally was very
distinct: the Nazis had local and regional strongholds just as much as there
were plenty of areas which had refused to vote Nazi in the last more or less
free elections of April 1933. Further, many rules made in Berlin or Munich
did not immediately reach everyone unless they were locally executed.
Although worker sports clubs were all officially closed in 1933, some were
able to continue their sporting activity right up to 1945.40 In the context of
nudism, we will look locally at the Göttingen nudist camp. Göttingen was a
Nazi stronghold in that part of Prussia that had previously been part of the
Kingdom of Hanover.41 The old university town of Göttingen had a Nazi
dominated city council from 1931.42 Yet many things were handled with
consideration and polite language, and using the experience of a police
force that was accustomed to a large number of university students. 

Nudism in the Inter-war Years

With the help of a vast array of nudist journals the various nudist
organizations can be roughly put into three distinct groups: 1. proto-fascist
(völkisch); 2. bourgeois neutral; and 3. socialist. We will leave out here the
question of private ownership of camps and publishing houses.

37NUDISM IN NAZI GERMANY

194sh02.qxd  28/11/2002  09:16  Page 37
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 [
L

a 
T

ro
be

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

1:
04

 2
9 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



1. Although the völkisch groups, such as the Loge des aufsteigenden
Lebens [Lodge for the Improvement of Life] were relatively small, they are
among the oldest in Germany. Early propagandists such as Heinrich Pudor
(1865–1943)43 and Richard Ungewitter (1868–1958) were better at writing
about nudism and practising it than at organizing large groups. The success
of their publications shows, however, that their influence went far beyond
the actual fascist nudist groups (Pudor was in favour of lynching people for
public lewdness; Ungewitter used nakedness as a means of anti-Semitism
and eugenics to encourage castration of alcoholics, homosexuals, criminals,
the feeble minded, etcetera).44 The Bund der Lichtfreunde [Union of the
Friends of Light] split off under the leadership of Joseph Michael Seitz from
the Loge des aufsteigenden Lebens, much to the dismay of Ungewitter in
1919. Although it disassociated itself from the more radical positions of
Ungewitter, it can still be considered pro-fascist. While Ungewitter
demanded a complete change of life in the sense of Lebensreform, Seitz was
far less radical and was ready (just like the apolitical nudists) to confine the
question of nudity to the private sphere. Seitz was, however, an anti-Semite
and a eugenicist.45

Finally, the literary work of Hans Surén, a military man and fascist, had
an influence that extended far into the bourgeois centre of society. His many
publications, in which he favoured strengthening the male body with
medicine ball exercises, preferably in the nude, achieved a circulation of
more than 1 million books overall. Hitler himself was a Surén fan.

2. The non-dogmatic bourgeois nudists consisted of many different groups
which are impossible to demonstrate in their many links and spin-offs.
Some were non-profit organizations, some legal companies, some a mixture
of the two. Prior to the First World War, the Freya Bund [Club for the
advancement of natural free body culture on a scientific, healthy and
aesthetic basis], the Monboddobund [a fantasy name] and the Deutsche
Lichtbad Gesellschaft, Verein für Volksgesundung und Nacktkultur [German
Sun-Light Bathing Society, Club for the Improvement of Public Health and
Nude Culture] were all started in Berlin. The prime mover, Wilhelm
Kästner, was evidently using the market he had created for selling his
journal Der Lichtfreund [Friend of Light]. To be ‘scientific, healthy and
aesthetic’ meant to be modern and legal, while some of the other journals of
the time were frequently banned for touting pornography. Much of what
was sold as healthy family living in the nude would have otherwise been
banned as pornography involving children and minors.

What Kästner was for the Berlin market, Robert Laurer was for
Hamburg. His publication house published a number of monographs and the
journal Licht-Land [Sunlight Land] and he owned the Egestorf nudist camp,
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just 15 miles south of Hamburg. With a solid market approach, he published
the work of Magnus Weidemann, a Protestant pastor turned painter from the
North Sea island of Sylt, who realized that he was also a splendid
photographer of female nudes.46 It was Weidemann’s prominence in
particular that made Sylt the most famous of all nudist holiday resorts up to
the present day. Laurer was attempting to increase his market share and
therefore tried to bring as many independent, non-dogmatic camps into line.
First he started to publish lists of camps and contact addresses in his journal,
so that a nudist travelling from one town to the next could contact the locals
without getting caught up in a socialist or fascist organization. In 1927,
Laurer brought these camps and clubs together in the Liga für freie
Lebensgestaltung [League for Free Expression of Life]. Until 1933 this was
the largest of all nudist federations. The advantage of being a member of an
association of many clubs was the considerable savings one could make if
one was travelling. The entrance to nudist camps was generally restricted to
‘members only’ for legal reasons. By uniting the clubs into an association,
members of one club were automatically considered guest members in
all. If you were keen on seeing different people in the nude this was
your chance.

3. Finally, the socialist nudists based their work mainly on Adolf Koch. As
a Berlin primary schoolteacher in the workers’ suburb of Moabit, he taught
children who scarcely saw the sun. In the afternoons he would take the
children on extensive excursions to the woods around Berlin, having the
children run around in the nude. On the one hand, this created some scandal
concerning his alleged sexual abuse of children, but it did have positive
health effects. In 1921, Koch founded his own clubs, and more and more
children and their parents saw the advantages of sunbathing as health
therapy. Koch was permitted to use the school gymnasiums in Moabit with
his groups (nude, but sexually segregated where this was demanded) and in
many parts of Germany his organizations became members of the local
worker sport Kartell, the workers’ sports co-ordination body set up to
ensure fair access to sports grounds and local funds for all.47 

In late 1923 there were a number of court cases and disciplinary action
against him for presenting nude children dancing on stage at a parents’
meeting. Although he was acquitted, he left the city school system and
concentrated on spreading his ‘Adolf Koch private schools’ nationwide.
Eventually, 13 of these institutions helped children and their parents to gain
more sunlight and thus develop a healthier way of life. In Berlin alone, his
schools had 2,000 children with rapidly improving health – for example
tuberculosis was eliminated from these schools. Some of Koch’s activities
had considerable success. His nude bathing in the Central Berlin City
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Swimming Baths often had 700 participants (un/dressing and showering by
separate sex, nude swimming by single sex). As his school had rented the
baths, and was selling cheap tickets to so many people, he made a profit on
these activities in spite of the low prices. He also presented many
Nacktmatinees [Matinees in the Nude] advertising the activities of
his clubs. 

Apart from swimming, gymnastics, volleyball and tambourine ball in
the nude, most activities of the three brands of German nudism were not
really ‘sports’. On the whole, Adolf Koch included more sports than any of
the other organizations, and the Koch schools were also part of worker sport
local organizations as they needed space normally allocated to the sports
clubs, such as swimming baths and gymnasiums. Of course, conscious
improvement of and showing off of the body can be considered part of
physical culture. A journal Nacktsport [Nude Sport] existed from 1920 to
1927 and was the official review of several naturist groups. But this hardly
makes nudism a sport.48

In late 1932, Hermann Goering, Speaker of the House after the January
elections of 1933 and after Hitler’s swearing in as the Reich’s Chancellor
was acting Minister of the Interior of Prussia – and thus chief of police of
the largest German state. In this capacity he passed and enforced the so
called Zwickelerlass, a government order, ensuring that bathing costumes
had at least double if not triple layers in parts that covered the genitals, so
that, when wet, male and female genitals would not be emphasised.
Implicitly this outlawed nudism. The order was heavily criticized by many
nudists (and the police who found it difficult to enforce). For people with
foresight it was obvious that the situation for nudists would become
‘difficult’ in the event of a Nazi take-over, to say the least. Since Adolf
Koch insisted that for health reasons his schools would continue to practice
nudism with children, the police closed his schools in Prussia on 1
November 1932. Whatever their political convictions, the nudist
organizations started to co-operate in late 1932 to overcome state
pressure together, to lobby MPs of all parties and prevent their situation
from deteriorating.

Nudism in 1933

The Nazis had always presented themselves as the Party of Law and Order,
of purity and decency. Among the first laws that the Nazi-led majority
passed were those against venereal disease, public prostitution, gay bars and
lewd advertisements. Many nudists were quite happy with these regulations,
as they themselves had always pointed out the difference between healthy
nudism and striptease bars, between their nudist journals and outright
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pornography. Perhaps the nudists had not sufficiently made their point, for
on 3 March 1933, the Nudists’ Black Friday, nudism was outlawed in all of
Germany.49 Only the socialist clubs (like the Adolf Koch schools) were
dissolved (like all other socialist organizations), while the apolitical and the
fascist organizations were left untouched: only their nudist activities were
no longer permitted. 

Although it is part of nudist folklore that they were persecuted by the
Nazis, that their organizations were dissolved (which made every nudist a
freedom fighter against the Nazis in the Nazi trials after 1946),50 not even
Koch had to suffer. He opened a new ‘institute’ as a private enterprise, the
Institute für Eubiotik, which he maintained until it was destroyed by the
British-American bombing of Berlin. Our test case, the Göttingen
Freisonnland [Free Sunland], was also not closed. It presented itself to the
local authorities as a health related organization that was taking sexually
segregated sun baths. The police who supervised the camp knew from
informants that this was not true and that even nude photographs were taken
in the camp (which was strictly prohibited under the anti-pornography
rules).51 The local police kept this information on their files and reported the
club’s defence as the official version to their superiors, the district
government in Hildesheim (some 60 miles north).

Nationally, Nazi members of nudist organizations took the initiative.
Seven weeks after ‘Black Friday’, six prominent Nazi members of the
boards of the apolitical Reichsverband für Freikörperkultur (RFK) [Reichs
Federation of Free Physical Culture]52 and the pro-fascist nudist
organizations53 met in Berlin and were appointed commissioners of the
nudist movement by the President of the RFK.54 This was a time when the
Kommissare [commissioners] ran riot in Germany and the ‘National-
Socialist Revolution’ really was a revolution with beatings and
bloodshed.55 People with criminal energy took a chance in plundering the
finances of their organizations – but also to ensure their own safe future.
Some of the later court cases suggest that more of the former took place.
The above-mentioned six took over the journal, sacked the non-Nazi
members of the boards, and ensured that nudism at the periphery and the
centre would speak with one voice. They were successful in combining the
organizations they represented in the apolitical and fascist associations.56

There were, however, many associations and single clubs they did
not represent.

It is an open question why they decided to become a ‘sport’. Apparently,
there were discussions to join other Nazi groups, particularly on the part of
the fascist groups. One of the Kommissare, Karl Almenroeder, had
attempted to join sports organizations before57 and Karl Bückmann, a Nazi
member of the Reichstag and thus politically the most influential of the six,
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was a personal friend of Hans von Tschammer und Osten58 who was just
becoming Führer of all sports. 

What were the other options? The SS was pro-nudist, as we will see
below; this option would have been very difficult for many nudists, as the
SS had strict entry regulations, while the sports organizations had very
lenient ones. It would have been possible to join organizations of eugenics
and racial hygiene, such as the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene
[German Society for Racial Hygiene], but this option, which would have
been favoured by Ungewitter’s followers, was politically difficult as, in the
spring of 1933, this was in the midst of the political ferment itself.59 Joining
the Rassenpolitisches Amt [Office for Racial Policy] of the Nazi Party
would also have been theoretically possible, but the entry ban on new
members of the NSDAP in May 1933 ended any such an option.60 Any of
the other sub-groups such as the anti-alcoholics or vegetarians, involved the
problem of focusing on a minor detail which was more likely to divide than
to unite the organization. 

The best choice would have been to bring everybody together and stay
as a separate national association. As nudism had just been outlawed, this
complete turn-around was apparently too much for the Nazi leadership to
handle. In terms of internal politics of the NSDAP many decisions of the
spring of 1933 were taken according to the model of fascist Italy. Organized
nudism in Catholic Italy did not exist – so no model other than complete
prohibition could come from there. It should also not be overlooked that the
spring of 1933 was a time when ‘national unity’ was the word of the day,
when big, united organizations were asked for, not small sects. It was,
therefore, neither the time to continue as a bunch of small rival nudist
organizations nor the time to maintain complete independence. To become
a ‘sport’ also had the advantage that socialist nudists did not have to be fully
excluded, so the unity of late 1932 might also have had its effect here.61

In spite of all of these efforts, the Kommissare were not as successful as
they had planned in combining the various organizations with a sporting
orientation. From the sources studied, it is difficult to judge why they were
not successful. The clubs were sufficiently strong locally to be less
interested in actions of far-away Berlin. All Kommissare were soon losing
power in other areas of life too. With the end of the revolutionary phase of
the Nazi take-over, the Kommissare had failed. But they had given a
direction to resolving the dilemma. 

Looking at attempts in other sporting fields, parallels to the national
cycling federations come to mind. Cycling had the most national
organizations, as many as 12 at times, which all tried to speak for all of
cycling. It was as split in terms of different creeds as the nudists were and
depended to a large extent on the owners of the velodromes or the camps
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respectively. In cycling, too, the national organizations did not easily accept
the newly- (self-) appointed Nazi president, as there were enough Nazi
heads of other national cycling organizations who also wanted to take over.
Hans von Tschammer und Osten withdrew his selection as boss of the
cyclists, and did not appoint the leader of the ‘rebel’ Nazis either, but a
neutral third. In 1933, this seemed to have been Nazi policy in many fields
before the Nazis were certain of consolidating their power.62

As the nudist Kommissare were unable to ‘co-ordinate’ the former
organizations, they did what had been so typical of nudism: they founded a
new organization – Kampfring [-bund] für völkische Freikörperkultur
[Fighting Union for National Free Physical Culture]. It was founded by the
same six, but they added two more prominent former chairpersons of nudist
organizations to their steering group. Bückmann officially became the
Führer – and this time it worked. The journal was once more renamed, this
time Deutsche Freikörperkultur: Zeitschrift für Rassenpflege, naturgemäße
Lebensweise und Leibesübungen [German Free Physical Culture: Journal
for Racial Hygiene, Natural Living and Physical Education], thus showing
that all directions were now included in the new national organization. For
the time being this remained the only nudist journal not prohibited on Black
Friday. By June 1933, the new organization contained 59 clubs and member
organizations. All fascist organizations had joined and the major apolitical
ones too. 

Very few new clubs were founded in the spring of 1933, some were
probably former workers’ clubs that had to start as new organizations and
find a prominent Nazi as local leader to get back into business. Even
Ungewitter’s Treubund für aufsteigendes Leben, which had not been a
member of any national organization since 1925, joined the Kampfbund.
The close connection between the Kampfbund and the Nazi Party was
certainly helpful, giving the new nudist union a head start. Of course, the
new union also looked at Hitler’s Mein Kampf for help and made the Führer
a revolutionary in the name of life reform.63

If we look again at the consequences of the national endeavour on the
example of the Göttingen club, we can see that the President had sent a
newspaper article of Deutscher Sport, which explained in detail the first re-
organization of national nudism to the local police.64 He also informed the
police that henceforth the club would only show the national flag and the
Nazi flag at their centre, and that they had renamed themselves a ‘national’
nudist club. The local police insisted that only single sex nudism would be
tolerated and that the club should either ensure the separation of the sexes
by different opening hours for the two sexes, or have a two-metre high fence
with no possibility of peeping through it so as to ensure privacy of the sexes.
To the district authorities, the local police pointed out, however, that the
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camp was under supervision, that it was relatively small and contained
decent people who could be trusted. 

When the Kampfbund was founded, the Göttingen camp joined
immediately, assuming that it now belonged to the Nazi system and was
safe – although new membership in the Nazi Party was not possible for any
additional members personally. The whole style of correspondence with the
local police changed immediately. Being a Nazi organization strengthened
the self confidence of the camp’s President. While prior correspondence had
been more or less servile as they were, after all, asking for leniency in the
application of the law, now it was letters from an equal asking for fair
treatment – pointing out that a new law which would provide the national
nudists with certain privileges was in preparation. Nudism, after all, was the
best possible training to guarantee racial consciousness and racial hygiene,
therefore strengthening the basis of the National-Socialist movement.

Co-ordinated Nudism

In March 1934, von Tschammer und Osten proclaimed a new stage in the
unity of German sport. By June 1934, nudists used the opportunity for a
greater degree of unification in their subsection of sport (they were put into
the same category as hiking, camping and canoeing):

The name ‘free physical culture’ has smacks of the old system. We
still have a vast array of colourful names for our clubs and
organizations. It is impossible to demonstrate the new-found unity
with such a diversity of names. It is impossible to show to the public
that we have a new spirit, that we are an important part of those in our
people who are willing and able to build the new society. The Führer
of the Kampfring therefore demands that we have a new form of
organization. We will take on the Führer principle with centralised
administration. The purpose is to unify our strong organization to
fight for the optimum strength of the German people.65

The organization was therefore renamed as Bund für Deutsche
Leibeszucht (BdL) [Union for the Improvement of the German Body], the
multitude of clubs also renamed themselves and became local sections of
the BdL.66 Bückmann strengthened his position as leader inasmuch as Hans
Surén, who was far more prominent, insisted that he would only take over
if he was appointed by the Minister Frick67 himself, who had appointed von
Tschammer. As Frick did not like the nudists and insisted as late as 1935
that they ought to be closely watched, eventually Surén had to look for
different protection. He found it in the form of Walter Darré, the Führer of
the farmers and Minister for Agriculture. Darré, who was known for his
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‘blood and soil’ policy, had favoured nudism back in 193368 and made Surén
an advisor to the farmers. Darré had argued against the Zwickelerlass,
pointing out correctly that nude bathing was healthier than having your
swimming costume dry on your skin and risking a cold.69

Parallel to organizational co-ordination, the nudists moved away from
an organization with many politically neutral elements to become – not just
for self-protection, but by acts and national declarations – a Nazi
organization. The whole situation started to change in April 1936. The SS,
which had always latently favoured Surén gymnastics and liked to show off
their bodies as being stronger than most of the public, spoke out in favour
of treating nudism as something natural. It should neither be persecuted, nor
should anybody be forced to run around in the nude.70

The year 1938 can be seen as the turning point. With its ‘Appeal for true
and noble nudity’ on 20 October, the nudist journal now dared to speak out,
with SS support. On 21 December, the Deutsche Reichsbund für
Leibesübungen, the national sports organization, of which the nudists had
become a section, was made an association ‘headed’ by the NSDAP.71 In
1938, Richard Ungewitter, who had been one of the Nazi nudist fathers, was
made an honorary member for his ‘prophetic wisdom’.72

The common enemy was people who sat at home, resenting the body
and bodily activities.

The body has finally won and demands as much nudity as possible
where this is reasonable, i.e. in pure nature … Those who are not yet
used to see the free, completely nude body have to become
accustomed to such a view; if we really want to create a free,
intellectually and physically harmonious generation and at the same
time improve the racial side of our nation, beauty has to become a self
evident necessity and at the same time a desirable aim … For the
selection of one’s future spouse and the healthy upbringing of one’s
beautiful children, we must develop the notion of the perfect body of
the opposite sex.73

If we look again at the Göttingen club, we see that the activities
fluctuated with the weather, but on the whole were decreasing over the
years. From the membership list of May 1933, the only list throughout the
Nazi era which the club had to present to the authorities, we find the average
age of the 28 members to be about 40 and the membership can be described
as middle class. When the police found men and women bathing jointly
during a routine check in June 1935, the police asked for an explanation and
did not really press charges; they were content with the excuses given. In
the police archive we find notes on the dilemma: bi-sexual nude bathing was
not permitted, but single sex nude bathing was. Single sex nude bathing

45NUDISM IN NAZI GERMANY

194sh02.qxd  28/11/2002  09:16  Page 45
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 [
L

a 
T

ro
be

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

1:
04

 2
9 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



could, however, be an act facilitating illegal homosexual activities which
carried much stronger punishment than bathing in the nude. The President
of the local club (who happened to be librarian at the University library74)
kept informing the local police of important court cases that favoured
nudism, but the police completely ignored this.75

It is interesting to note that the police did not bother to record that
nudism had become a sport or, as of 1938, a sub-organization of the
NSDAP. The local police knew their citizens and kept a constantly affable
tone, firm in protecting public morals, but liberal in letting nudists do
whatever pleased them in their camp behind a high wooden fence. With the
beginning of the war, the police ranks had diminished and those left on
active duty also had more pressing things to do than watch two dozen
middle aged nudists. From July 1940, the local police stopped supervising
Göttingen nudists. In their files three reasons were important: members
were sober adults who knew what they were doing, the fence was high
enough to make the place private, the motivation of the users was ‘health’.76

From the characteristics of the Göttingen club’s membership, it is highly
unlikely that members were heroic in the sense of Arno Breker, ‘lewd’ as
nudism was looked upon outside Germany. The nude male body in local
reality was neither ‘hard and lithe’, nor ‘poised for battle’ as depicted in
Nazi art.77 Under the honorary presidency of a local university librarian, in
a non-leadership position in his actual profession, these were very unheroic
middle aged people who had no difficulty explaining that they sunbathed for
health reasons – for many it was probably even true. The difference between
local reality and the creation of the nude male body as an ideal and an icon
of Kraft [strength and power] could not be greater.

Nudism and the Law

The legal side of nudism also changed. The first case in Nazi Germany was
tried on 3 October 1935. At Whitsun 1935, ten members of the Stettin nudist
club and their children had played in a meadow of the local wood. A farm
hand had seen them, assumed that this was a ‘communist gathering’ (the
local Koch club had been closed by the police), and informed the police.
The police came, took their names and the men were made to pay 6RM (6
Engling shillings) each (or two days in prison), women 3RM (3 shillings)
(or one day in prison) – since the meadow was closed on only three sides
(and not all four) and readily accessible to people walking through the
woods.78 The local nudist club then appealed to the next higher court, which
overruled the lower court (11 January 1936). According to the upper court,
the ‘ancient Germanic customary right for all people to bathe freely at lakes
and rivers in the woods’ was of higher legal force than the rights of the very
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few people who would actually walk in that part of the wood, such as
hunters, foresters, policemen or fishermen.79

The judge took the opportunity to redefine the right for public nudity in
stating that nudists were acting within the law ‘if they choose remote places,
have a towel or bathing trunks at hand to cover their genitals in case
outsiders appear and if they check from time to time whether anybody was
approaching. The latter was not necessary if the nudists knew from
experience that the place was sufficiently remote that nobody would
normally come by’. The judge also took the opportunity to explain that he
thought it ‘unreasonable’ to demand that ‘men and women who love nature
should be locked in behind walls or high solid wooden fences … so that
nature would have to stay outside’.80

One of the nudists, originally fined, was a social worker in Stettin. After
the first trial, the city fired him without notice. He sued the city for
reinstatement – and lost. He also appealed to the higher labour dispute
court and lost again. The court accepted the position of the city that
‘nudism on the whole was “safe” and “healthy” for people with a firm
personality, as was the case with this particular youth worker’. But as his
duty was to work with ‘unstable’ youth who might regard nudity only as a
form of ‘lust’ and ‘sexual stimulation’, he had to be sacked all the same as
his preferences were unsuitable for that particular job, and it was
impossible to re-employ him as no other position was vacant. That seems
to have been the only case in the Nazi period in which somebody lost a
court case for public nudity.81 

The Union for Eugenics and Germanic Bodily Improvement of
Frankfurt/Main which was in the process of becoming the Frankfurt local
club of the BdL, presented its new by-laws to the city. The city objected to
§ 2, which demanded physical exercises in the nude, as this was against the
prohibition of 3 March 1933 which was still extant. The club went to court
and sued the city on the ground that the prohibition of 3 March 1933 had not
become law, but had remained a government order, which was now in
conflict with the public statements of many prominent Nazi leaders. As the
club’s constitution was nothing but the local adaptation of the national club
by-laws which von Tschammer – by then Under-Secretary of State for Sport
– had demanded that clubs enact, the local court had in fact overruled a new
government rule and insisted on an old one. When the district court of
Wiesbaden ruled in favour of the city, the club went to the Prussian High
Court. The High Court reversed the rulings of the two lower courts and
ordered the city of Frankfurt to pay all the costs of the two cases. The High
Court established that a hypothetical danger to the public was not enough to
stop adoption of the by-laws of a club only de facto actual danger to an
actual person.82
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Two more cases were reported by the press. On 23 July 1937, county
workers doing repair work on the sand dunes of the North Sea island of Sylt
called the local police when they noticed 38 nudists of both sexes doing
their gymnastics exercises on the beach. The police pressed charges and
each person had to pay a fine of 50RM (£2 10 Shillings); the medical doctor
in charge of the gymnastics exercises had to pay 150RM (£7 10 Shillings).
The group complained to the county commissioner who supported his
police officer. The district court also supported the local police on the
grounds that the part of the beach where the nude gymnastics had taken
place was obviously not sufficiently remote; the county workers and the
policeman would otherwise not have seen them in the nude. The nudists
took their case to the Prussian High Court in Berlin which ruled in favour
of the nudists. As the nudists had done exercise at a place that was
sufficiently remote by any reasonable standard and at a time when there was
no public bathing at the beach, their nudism was not offensive. They were
not to expect any repair workers on the dunes.83

The final case, which settled the question of nudism, took place in
Königsberg. The local police charged a nude man bathing on the beach 20RM
(£1). The man went to court, and the local judge, without referring to the
Zwickelerlass or the government order of 3 March 1933 – although they
were both still valid – and without referring to any laws that had previously
made life difficult for nudists (such as those against public nuisance or
loitering), ruled ‘that bathing in the nude was neither immoral, nor indecent,
nor unaesthetical and therefore not illegal. If somebody wanted to bathe in
the nude – so be it. If he or she undresses where other people present wear
bathing costumes and he or she behaves in a provocative manner towards
these people, it is unlawful and the person ought to be prosecuted. That was
not the case in the incident tried. The district attorney for East Prussia asked
the authorities in Berlin whether such a verdict was valid without referring
to laws and government orders. And Berlin ruled that it was.84

From 1941 onward nudism outlawed in 1933 became fully legalized.
This complete volte face in public policy was a continuation of the tradition
that had been strong in Germany since the end of the nineteenth century – a
tradition followed without reservation in East and West Germany alike after
the War. The case of nudism also shows that, as much as Germany was a
police state in the Nazi period in areas in which the Nazis had a firm
position, things still followed traditional legal lines in those areas in which
they had not, respecting local and regional preferences and traditions.

Finally, as soon as the SS had spoken out in favour of nudism and no
more legal barriers had to be overcome, nudists began to split again. A
Deutscher Bund für Körperkultur [German Union for Physical Culture]
started to organize its own camps from 1939,85 nudism was good business
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for publishers and printers, and the SS encouraged their own members to go
in for nudism:

We have to fight for honesty … Therefore we have to fight for true and
noble nudity for all natural occasions, and also for its open and true
representation in the arts. There is nothing unusual in being naked.
That way, man is in a state created by God; that is how God sent men
and women to earth and in that state the Creator will one day call us
back. Today, not everybody has accepted the moral value of nudity.
There are still too many people who are ugly … They cannot present
themselves in the nude. And even if they were to do so, it would really
be dreadful. But one day all men and women will be beautiful. That is
when our country will reach its highest level of strength and beauty.
Let us make sure that it will not take too long. We have to accustom
those who are not yet used to seeing the beautiful nude body; if we
really want to create a new generation that is free in its thinking,
spiritually and physically beautiful and harmonious, and want to
improve the racial qualities of our people, then beauty has to be the rule
rather than the exception, and it has to be our constant aim.86

George-August University, Göttingen
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