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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This book was originally published in the United States of America under the title The Hangman and His Wife: The Life and Death of Reinhard Heydrich. The text and the references to this title within have been left unedited.
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FOREWORD

by Christopher Lehmann-Haupt

Nancy Dougherty traveled a long and circuitous route to arrive at the writing of The Hangman and His Wife—admittedly yet another among thousands of books about Nazi Germany as well as one of several dozen volumes on Reinhard Heydrich, whom Adolf Hitler himself called “the man with the iron heart,” and who as Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia was the top Nazi trusted by Hitler most with the leadership of another country. Yet this book is unique in being a portrait of a leading Nazi figure based in part on interviews with his wife, Lina von Osten Heydrich, who survived him by more than four decades, well into the latter half of the twentieth century.

Nancy Dougherty’s long journey into the heart of Nazi evil began with her childhood experience of World War II on the remote home front of midwestern America. Then, as an eleven-year-old in 1950, she was shocked by the war’s physical damage by seeing firsthand the bombed remains of Cologne, Germany.

Much later, in college, as a student of modern European history, she searched for why wars were fought at all, which prompted her to write her senior thesis on the Nuremberg war trials. From there her dismayed curiosity led her to the German concentration camps, to the guards who manned them, to their boss Adolf Eichmann, to his boss the enigmatic Heydrich, and finally to the Baltic island of Fehmarn, where Heydrich’s widow agreed to be interviewed at length.

True, while Frau Heydrich loved and supported the man who can be described as the designer and executor of the Holocaust and was called “the Butcher of Prague,” she was never herself even socially part of the Nazi leadership’s inner circle. And though she must have seen him change over the years, she did not ever participate in or even witness at first hand the process of decision-making that defined the horrors of the Nazi era. Still, her presence in these pages as Heydrich’s spouse, domestic partner, and mother of his children casts light by her very existence on the course of Heydrich’s career and the nature of his monstrous evil. 

During the three occasions in the 1970s and 1980s that Nancy Dougherty visited and interviewed Lina Heydrich at her various homes, she succeeded in peeling away the many layers of her subject’s personality, slowly exposing her shocking, if unsurprising, interior.

Sadly, Nancy Dougherty succumbed to Alzheimer’s disease before completing a final draft of her biography. So my task as the editor engaged by her husband after her death has been to sharpen and high-light her all-but-tragic vision of Heydrich’s descent into profound evil. At the time I was approached, I was in the midst of writing a book about a year living in Berlin right after World War II. There, as a twelve-year-old, I became physically familiar with the Wannsee, the large lake in Berlin’s suburbs, by learning to sail on it. But I never once heard of the meeting held nearby five years earlier, the so-called Wannsee Conference, purportedly intended to settle on a “Final Solution of the Jewish Question,” and presided over by Heydrich. Many years later, when I finally learned of the conference and discovered Heydrich’s role as an enemy of anyone even partly Jewish, I was prompted by my own German-Jewish ancestry to write a memoir.

Oddly enough, whenever I would mention Heydrich as the reason I had interrupted work on that memoir, I was often greeted by silence. At first, I interpreted this as stunned horror at the very thought of the man, but after a time I found that in a surprisingly large number of cases, people either hadn’t heard of Heydrich or weren’t quite sure who exactly he was. This is puzzling, because while Hitler, Göring, Goebbels, and Himmler remain vividly grotesque images of evil in the minds even of people born after these barbarians ceased to bestride Europe, Rein-hard Tristan Eugen Heydrich in a number of respects surpassed them in frightfulness. Dubbed “the Blond Beast” (as well as “the Butcher of Prague” and “the Hangman”) and evincing a chiseled physiognomy— blond hair, blue eyes, aquiline nose—Heydrich possessed also athletic skills (he was a near Olympic-level fencer and an able pilot), musical talent (he played the violin well), a photographic memory (his subordinates characterized him as a human filing cabinet), and a keen sense of German culture (his father was a composer and opera singer good enough to study with Richard Wagner’s widow, Cosima, at the Wagner Festival House in Bayreuth).

Moreover, while at various times during the Nazi era, Hermann Göring, Martin Bormann, Albert Speer, Joseph Goebbels, and Karl Dönitz each became a candidate to succeed Hitler, Heydrich, as the leader of Bohemia and Moravia and about to be put in charge of Nazi-occupied France when he was assassinated in the spring of 1942, possessed possibly better credentials to become Nazi Germany’s next Führer.

In the pages of The Hangman and His Wife, we come face-to-face with the embodiment of the Nazi ideal of the Aryan master race.

In Nancy Dougherty’s handling of Heydrich’s career—particularly in her treatment of the Wannsee Conference, held on January 20, 1942, a few months before Heydrich would be assassinated—we come to grips with the existential question of whether the Nazis embodied evil in their very being, or whether they were human beings who turned bad.

In telling Reinhard Heydrich’s story, largely in her own words, but with commentary by his widow, we meet someone who at first appears to be a quintessentially cultured and talented German who was buffeted by the storms of twentieth-century history and bit by circumstantial bit turned from an ambitious and talented naval officer into the architect and engineer of Hitler’s Holocaust.

Yet one searches in vain for a rational explanation of Heydrich’s descent into evil. No single biographical fragment satisfies. Not his awkward, ugly-duckling childhood and adolescence. Not the sudden flameout of his promising naval career. Not the seemingly hopeless job prospects he suddenly faced in 1931 as an untrained civilian, what with the deadly combination of hyperinflation and unemployment corroding Germany’s economy. Not the attraction to Nazism of his fiancée and her father. Not the rising contempt for the Weimar Constitution’s experiment in democracy. Not Heydrich’s experience fighting in the Freikorps (Free Corps), the right-wing paramilitary volunteer group that fought leftist elements during the Weimar period. Not the rumor of a strain of Jewishness inherited from his father’s side—the rumor at that time amounting for all intents and purposes to established fact. Not even the inclination in the German character to excel at any job, regardless of its purpose. Not one of these details suffices—not singly nor as a symphony of evidence orchestrated in cacophonic discord.

Reinhard Heydrich’s monstrosity surpasses experiential evidence. His career puts one finally in mind of the controversial experiment designed in the 1960s by Stanley Milgram, a Yale University social psychologist, and described in his book Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View. Here it was determined that under carefully controlled circumstances where subjects were ordered to administer what they believed to be extremely painful electric shocks in order to teach “victims” random word associations, 60 percent of the subjects continued to obey the experimenter’s commands, despite the evident and increasing suffering of the “victims.”

Except that in imagining Heydrich as a subject, one sees him falling through some trapdoor in his mind, and not only administering the maximum electric voltage but then breaking into the glass chamber where the “victim” is pretending to suffer and proceeding to strangle him to death with his bare hands.

Or in a similarly well-known undertaking, the so-called Stanford Prison Experiment, conducted by Philip G. Zimbardo in 1971, where people pretending to be guarding prisoners found themselves resorting to physical violence, one imagines Heydrich going even further and exterminating the playacting subjects with Zyklon-B gas.

There is simply no accounting for the nature or extent of his evil.

In Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz, the author famously tells of reaching for an icicle to slake an awful thirst and having it knocked from his hands to the ground by a concentration camp guard. When Levi asks the universal Holocaust question, “Warum?,” meaning, simply, “Why?,” the guard answers, now famously, “Hier gibt es kein Warum!”—“Here, there is no why!”

In a system created and executed by the strivings of incomprehensibly evil genius, the answer to millions of victims’ “Why?” is no more than Reinhard Heydrich.



INTRODUCTION: THE HANGMAN’S WIFE

“I think that even if it is very difficult, the old National Socialists should be incorporated into the unity of history.”

— LINA VON OSTEN HEYDRICH

This book provides an intimate glimpse into the political and social life of one of history’s most notorious, dreaded, and least understood organizations, the Nazi SS, short for Schutzstaffel (literally Defense Squad, though known as Black Shirts). Its story focuses on two people who were both members of the Nazi Party. One of them—Reinhard Heydrich, who, as SS Commander Heinrich Himmler’s chief assistant, was second in command of the SS—was a remarkable man by any reckoning, and was responsible for a remarkable amount of suffering. The other, Heydrich’s wife, Lina, represented the other side of the Nazi coin, the quiet supporters of the leadership. She was “responsible” for nothing, except that she built a household for her husband and did her best to back him in every way possible.

Their stories flow together, break apart, and converge again. Some things they shared; in more ways their lives were parallel, but barely touched. Reinhard Heydrich died in 1942; Lina Heydrich in 1985. She spent much of the forty-two years following Reinhard’s death trying to come to terms with what her husband had done almost two generations earlier.

The world at large, of course, is also still attempting to come to terms with what her husband did, generally through reliance on convenient stereotypes that teach us little and usually prevent us from learning anything else. In Reinhard and Lina Heydrich our two most widespread myths—the diamond-hard, fanatic SS monster and the “ordinary” camp follower who weakly acquiesces to the dictates of an evil regime—join hands and lives. And, like all real people, one of the things they have to tell us is that nothing is as simple as clichés would make it seem.

The history that this book recounts is mainly devoted to Reinhard Heydrich—his remarkable rise in the Nazi hierarchy from almost nowhere, and his precipitous fall from a high place. How I discovered him began with my stunned apprehension of the Holocaust, its incomprehensible statistics, the racial fanaticism behind it, the concentration camps, the SS and Gestapo (or Secret State Police), and eventually the places and people involved.

When, in the early 1960s, I was studying sociology at the University of California at Berkeley, and reading about social change and organizational leadership, I put on my reading list a book on the history of the SS. I was less concerned with victims of Nazi Germany and more with the way the persecutors had organized their activities, with what sociologists might call “integration, adaptation, goal attainment, and pattern maintenance”—as far from suffering people as the jargon of sociology is from the language of everyday life.

From this perspective, the individual is important only when he occupies a pivotal position, where many strands of the social network converge. As I read about the SS, I was surprised to discover that the man with the gun who greeted the camp prisoners, and who held the power of life and death in his hands, did not occupy a pivotal position in the sociological sense; in fact, he represented just about the bottom rung of the huge SS hierarchy. He and his victims had reached the end of the line together.

As the leaders of the SS bureaucracy had learned, intense pressure was ordinarily required to induce a man to participate in mass murder, and so they seem to have searched systematically for weak and desperate people. For instance, the man who designed the training programs for the Death’s Head Legions, SS Obergruppenführer Theodor “Papa” Eicke, had once been hospitalized for mental illness; the commandant of Auschwitz had been jailed for murder.

Franz Stangl, commandant of the death camps of Sobibor and Treblinka, perhaps had a more typical career. As a police official in Austria, he had incurred the displeasure of his boss, and as a way out of the situation had accepted service in an “experimental” euthanasia program. This was in 1938, and Stangl’s willingness to participate in the killing of 100,000 physically sick and mentally disabled Germans must have been entered in a file somewhere. In 1942, he was sent to Sobibor, along with many of his fellow workers from the earlier “program.” But Stangl had been reluctant in 1938; in 1942, when he found out what his assignment was to be, he immediately applied for a transfer. He received many promises, but no ticket home. Week after week, Stangl sent desperate pleas to various higher SS leaders, but week after week, he stayed on the job.

After the war, he told an interviewer that one of his methods of coping with his inner conflict was to avoid spending much time in the areas where the exterminations occurred. That was not as difficult as it may have seemed: as much as possible, the SS tried to arrange for the actual dirty work to be done by the inmates themselves, or failing that, by guards in SS uniform who were citizens of an occupied country. From the SS point of view, the ideal death camp guard was not a German, but an “inferior” foreigner, someone who couldn’t even talk to most of the inmates, and who was already in fear for his own life. Many of the guards drank heavily when they could, and the higher officials were no models of self-discipline either. Attempting to explain how he struggled to anesthetize his conscience, Stangl admitted, “I took a large glass of brandy to bed with me each night and I drank.”

Heinrich Himmler, the leader, or Reichsführer, of the SS, often made speeches glorifying the “courage” and “sacrifices” of men like Stangl, but he spent relatively little time with these “brave” camp commanders. The brightest stars within the organization’s hierarchy tended to be more resourceful, more polished, and much more calculating. Where the camps were concerned, they followed Himmler’s lead. It was all right to accompany him on one of his brief visits to selected sites (which were inevitably spruced up for his arrival, since everyone knew the sight of blood made Himmler ill) but only a fool would get involved in running those sites.

The real leaders of the SS sat behind desks all day, were whisked to and fro in limousines, went to elegant dinner receptions in their glittering paramilitary uniforms. And so it could happen that Adolf Eichmann, the administrator of the death camps, who had always wanted to become one of these real leaders, could sit in his bulletproof booth in Jerusalem in 1961 and profess amazement that he was regarded as a common murderer. Again and again, he asserted that he, personally, had never killed anyone, or ordered them killed, or even held a gun in his hand.

From the man on the railroad platform to the man in the glass booth, no one seems to have felt himself responsible for anything.

Adolf Eichmann’s superior officer, the man he tried so hard to please, was Reinhard Heydrich; and with Heydrich at last, we arrive at someone with character and responsibility comparable to his terrible power. Heydrich was the official custodian of the new morality. Neither his career nor his personality could be described as banal; in fact, so many elements of social significance collided at his desk that one historian has labeled him “a symbol and perhaps the representative figure of the Third Reich at the peak of its internal and external power.”

It is easy to see why: if ever a man killed in cold blood, that man was Reinhard Heydrich; if ever a man lived his life with a reckless, almost demonic intensity, that man too was Heydrich. This is the stuff of leg-end and of nightmare, of philosophical speculation and psychological schlock, of B movies and high drama—and, unfortunately, of the gravest historical consequence.

What we know of the SS and its members comes largely from the works of historians, journalists, political philosophers—and the purveyors of what might kindly be described as trash. As I read about Heydrich, and about the outlandish stories and speculations that always swirled about him (and still do), I thought that someone with training in the social sciences should try to do a study that analyzed his role as a “technologist of power,” and also sought to understand how, as a human being, he could have become so inhuman.

Alas; perhaps I should not have been surprised to discover that the man who is the emblem of all we mean by “Nazi” was also the most enigmatic of their leaders. Heydrich’s actions, taken individually, seem as clear, as obvious, as the stabs of a knife, but the man himself tends to flicker out of focus and evade our grasp.

Every effort to describe even the major events or the most important relationships of his life becomes a complicated historical problem. From his family origins, through his real opinions about Adolf Hitler or Heinrich Himmler or the Holocaust, to the reasons why he died in Prague; from, in fact, the cradle to the grave, Reinhard Heydrich remains a controversial figure. And that, unfortunately, makes it easier for everyone else to relapse into the convenient, conventional stereotype of the Nazi leaders who, as George Orwell put it, “think in slogans and speak in bullets.”

Reinhard Heydrich will be speaking in words as well throughout this book, but the reader should take note that his voice comes from far away, and there is sometimes static on the line. Like most young men who die suddenly in the middle of a war, he did not have time to write his memoirs. And Heydrich, unlike Himmler, kept no diary, and wrote few letters. Most of our knowledge of his behavior comes from the testimony of men who were clever enough to survive both the war and the war crimes trials that followed it. Professional survivors have their uses, but they tend to make flawed historians.

In addition, there are the scattered documents that remained after the Nazis’ last-minute efforts to destroy incriminating evidence. In them Heydrich speaks as a high government official, giving orders or analyzing troubling situations, yet those are often memos, written down by someone else, and so they give us policies and arguments but little concrete speech. After he became Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia, Heydrich made formal speeches to his new subjects, as well as to his subordinates, but these cover only the last eight months of his life, and only the public side of that.

And so it has happened that for details of his personal life, many investigators wound up in the same place, the small, windy island of Fehmarn, in the Baltic Sea between Denmark and Schleswig-Holstein, where Heydrich’s wife spent her childhood and where she returned in 1945.

Most wives of former Nazi leaders, particularly of major war criminals, do not give interviews, and tend to live in deepest seclusion surrounded by a cordon of watchful family members. But Lina Heydrich was never quite like other Nazi wives. After her husband’s death in 1942, she elected to remain in Czechoslovakia, and led such an active life from her thirty-two-room country villa that Himmler (who had assumed the role of her legal guardian) reprimanded her for being that almost unimaginable thing, “a politicizing widow.”

After the war, and a wildly adventurous flight before the advancing Allied armies, Frau Heydrich settled back in Fehmarn with her children, to emerge only in the early 1960s when she actually tried to claim the pension to which widows of soldiers “fallen in battle” were entitled under West German law. Her lawsuit made headlines when the court ruled that no one who had “profited” from the Nazi regime could claim such a pension. It was after this that the widow of “Heydrich the Hangman” began to grant occasional interviews to historians, journalists, and sifters of wartime documents. In 1976, she published her own book of memoirs, Life with a War Criminal (an intentionally ironic title she came to regret because, for the obvious reason her husband, had he lived, would have been judged a war criminal, the irony was lost on many); and a few years later, when the TV film Holocaust was broadcast on German television, she appeared in a TV interview to denounce the way her husband, played by the English actor David Warner, had been depicted in that drama.

From all of this, one might assume that interviewing Lina Heydrich would be a little like listening to a Germanic version of one of the propaganda broadcasts of Tokyo Rose. I had had no trouble getting in touch with her by telephone, nor in securing her agreement to receive me at her home, where she ran a small pension, or rooming house, for an interview late in 1974, two years preceding the publication of her memoirs and a decade before her death in 1985. As I rode in a rented car on one of Hitler’s autobahns past the quaint villages and thatched houses of Schleswig-Holstein toward the new bridge to Fehmarn, I anticipated a cold, guarded, brittle, and fanatic Valkyrie—but then never in this exploration have I quite found what I expected.

By the time I arrived at her house, in the twilight of a cold and windy evening, it was not a propitious moment for either of us. Unknown to her, I was exhausted, having already conducted one interview that morning in Hamburg, and unknown to me, I had arrived on June 4, the anniversary of Reinhard Heydrich’s death.

My husband had come along with me, as, to be frank, a sort of bodyguard, though unlike me he spoke no German. The woman who greeted us in the driveway, before a rectangular, two-storied, white-brick house, had obviously been crying. Inside, the first thing she did was offer me some cognac; the first thing I did was accept it. We sat nervously on a flowered couch while Frau Heydrich cooked dinner in a little, hidden kitchen into which we were not invited.

The room in which we sat, where my future interviews—three more following this one, over a span of seven years—were to be conducted, would have been a rather spacious rectangle were it not so crowded with furniture. There were a variety of tables, always with something on them—a bowl of apples, a vase of ferns—as well as a large cup-board made of highly polished, carved wood, an ancient seaman’s trunk embellished with wrought iron scrollwork, a few bits of pink porcelain in a niche in the wall, and other cozy or elegant objects that appeared and disappeared from day to day. In contrast, one other item was always there—a bronze death mask of her late husband.

This was, to say the least, a commanding presence. The Nazis thought so much of this incarnation of Reinhard Heydrich that in 1943 they issued a commemorative postage stamp based on a photograph of it.

Glowing in tarnished golden metal, with his eyes closed and a faint smile calling to mind statues of the ancient Pharaohs, he looked, literally, magnificent. The effect was unearthly and unnerving, and seemed at odds with the room around it—except, perhaps, at night.

On the evening we arrived, Frau Heydrich’s living room was lit only by a few candles on the dinner table. The room seemed dark and, somehow, clammy. I felt I had wandered into an underwater grotto, clogged with chimeras and shadows. The only thing in the world I wanted to do, in the beginning, was leave. But we stayed for five hours, sipping cognac, drifting away from pools of real controversy, carefully avoiding anything that could be construed as a formal interview question. I spoke with her in German, which, possibly aided by my father’s background, I had learned well enough to be reasonably comfortable communicating with her. I recorded our conversations on a voice-activated tape recorder, so as to be certain I understood her correctly.

Lina Mathilde von Osten Heydrich Manninen was small and a bit zaftig (a word that, when it sprang into my mind as the perfect description of a master anti-Semite’s widow, momentarily shocked me with its irony, given that its meaning as “appealingly plump and juicy” is Yiddish, but in German means merely “juicy”). She looked a little like Simone Signoret—her eyes had that same worldly shrewdness—but Lina seemed both less refined and more emotional. She seemed, generally, to express what she felt at the moment. She could tell elaborate (often funny) stories in earthy words, and her command of the language of gestures was good enough to make my silent bodyguard feel a part of our conversation. She was interested in how other people lived; she seemed uncertain of almost everything else, except how she felt (still) about her husband. When we finally got around to the subject I had come so far to discuss with her, I mistranslated the word for leadership, using Leiterschaft (there is actually no such word) instead of Leitung. She understandably thought I had said Leidenschaft, the word for passion.
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“The Final Solution had nothing to do with my husband,” said Lina Heydrich (1911–85), widow of Reinhard Heydrich (1904–42), to The New York Times in 1979. “That was something falsely attributed to him.”

“Oh, how wonderful!” she said. “What a really important thing to write a book about!” And she clapped her hands together in front of her smiling face. After I explained the misunderstanding, she put her hands down on the table and looked at them. “Of course,” she said, very quietly, “leadership is significant too.”

It seems fair to say in retrospect that the effort of reconciling these two hopelessly incompatible things, her love for her husband and her knowledge of the hateful consequences of his leadership, was the great, insoluble dilemma of Lina Heydrich’s life. As I talked to her, I realized that the woman who lived with the man who carried the kind of “gun” that really mattered was both a cause and a casualty of the destruction I myself had worried about so many years earlier, as a child thinking about the ruins of Nazi Germany. She was also one of the few participants prepared to discuss the question I had asked as a child—what did the Nazis think they were doing?

I have come to believe that this question is more important now than it was when I was a child, in the 1950s.

But what has been, for me, only an infrequent experience of the nightmare side of life was, for Lina Heydrich, entwined with the substance of her everyday existence, the most horrifying and the most mundane personal events. The commentary she gave me brings her famous, myth-shrouded husband down to earth—and adds a surprisingly feminine point of view (though it is, to say the least, politically incorrect). And this, it should be noted, is a woman urbane enough to have waltzed with Rudolf Hess, argued with Heinrich Himmler, feuded with Hermann Göring, and drunk vintage wine with Albert Speer.

Of course, her perspective had pronounced limitations, as she and her husband were never part of Hitler’s inner circle, where she might have had more opportunity to listen in when ideology and wartime news might have been discussed. And in any case, women were not allowed to get involved in Nazi politics.

Moreover, on the subjects with which Lina was familiar, she was often difficult to pin down. “She is confused,” one of Heydrich’s biographers told me before I went to see her for the first time (though he still quoted her extensively in his footnotes). “You must be very careful,” another researcher told me. “Things only began to work for me after I had been there four or five days.”

When I had been on Fehmarn that length of time, Frau Heydrich and I had had every sort of encounter, from tears to shouting matches. But then, I was the rare woman visitor—and perhaps the only historian to focus as much on her own opinions as those of Reinhard Heydrich. It is obvious that for her, as for most of us, the path to truth was a journey through a series of successive approximations toward an end never entirely attained. She might have been “confused,” yet very often, that seemed to suit her purposes. What I found was not so much confusion as a tendency to shift among the layers of reality that lay behind her husband’s image. This almost mercurial talent reflected her way of dealing with the complexity of the past.

Yet for all the confusion of her utterances, what she did offer was the framing perspective of Heydrich’s homemaker. Here was the woman who reared his children, who preserved his memory, who remained forever loyal to him, who even helped him to get his start. However distant her life was from his, she was always there, for better or worse.

While Frau Heydrich and I disagreed on almost everything, we reached total accord on this: “I think,” she said, “that even if it is very difficult, the old National Socialists should be incorporated into the unity of history. You should not shut them out! For you can learn much from them; at the least, you can learn what you should not do, no?”

Yes. The Nazis’ greatest failing, I believe, was the refusal or inability to make connections—between the various implications of their own actions, between their pretensions and their realities, and between themselves and other people. This last omission may also be described as a failure of empathy: they simply refused to regard inconvenient or troublesome people—mainly Jews—as human beings.

It seems to me that these sins are not confined to the population of Germany between 1933 and 1945. To treat the Nazis as less than human is to repeat a sickening mistake.

The organizational scheme of this book is derived from categories alien neither to universal experience nor to that of Reinhard and Lina Heydrich: there are chapters on, among other things, love, honor, fear, social life, and sex, as well as power, violence, war, and death. If their lives were only fiction, they would make an exciting cautionary tale, a sort of fable combining passion and horror, mystery and tragedy.

But because this story is true, I am focusing on the historical issues, as well as the compelling narrative, on the things to which a woman can bear witness, and both from her own perspective and beyond, on the rise and fall of a powerful, ruthless man.



|    PART I    |

STARTING OUT



1

THE FACE OF NATIONAL SOCIALISM

“The position of my man is always overrated. Just look at the photographs of him. There he’s shown where he really belongs, always in the second rank.”

— LINA HEYDRICH

ON JANUARY 20, 1942—a dark snowy Tuesday morning— Obergruppenführer Reinhard Tristan Eugen Heydrich strode through the porticoed entrance of a grand villa at 56–58 Am Grossen Wannsee, in the prosperous west Berlin suburb of Wannsee. There, in a residence overlooking the larger of two bodies of water known collectively as Lake Wannsee, fifteen men waited for Heydrich to convene a brief meeting, which later came to be known as the Wannsee Conference. Its stated intention was to arrive at a Final Solution of the Jewish Question.

Given that the mass murder of Jews had already begun and that the death camps were already under construction, the true purpose of the meeting is still a subject of scholarly debate. But Heydrich’s lofty status as the meeting’s leader was unambiguous. By January 1942 he had reached a pinnacle of power in the Nazi hierarchy. To arrive at the meeting, he had flown his own private plane from Prague, where, as of three months earlier, he held the position of Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia. He was scheduled shortly to take over the Nazi occupation of France.

Heydrich’s career is often described as a “skyrocket,” perhaps because there was an explosion at its end, in the form of his assassination three months after the Wannsee Conference. The rocket’s igniting occurred obscurely, in the summer of 1931, when at age twenty-seven, Heydrich joined Heinrich Himmler’s new, small, elite bodyguard, the SS. His job was to take over the “intelligence” files, consisting of a shoebox full of the names of Himmler’s enemies within the Nazi Party.

[image: image]

Reinhard Heydrich was frequently described as the physical embodiment of the Aryan ideal: “a tall, impressive figure with a broad, unusually high forehead [and] small restless eyes as crafty as an animal’s and of uncanny power,” according to his deputy in the SS, Walter Schellenberg, who further noted, “His hands were slender and rather too long— they made one think of the legs of a spider.”

In 1933, Adolf Hitler came to power, and rewarded Himmler with the post of chief of the Bavarian Political Police, a not very important assignment. Himmler immediately appointed Heydrich as his assistant. Thirteen months later, the SS had gained control of every political police unit in Germany and united them into one organization, the Gestapo, short for Geheime Staatspolizei (Secret State Police), with Heydrich as the acting chief. By 1934, as well, his intelligence and counterespionage network, the SD, for Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service), became the official Secret Service of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partei, NSDAP, or Nazi Party).

In 1936, Heydrich took over the regular Criminal Police, known as the Kripo, short for Kriminalpolizei. In 1939, he combined these organizations, along with four other divisions, to form the RSHA, or Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Reich Security Main Office), which was estimated to have employed 100,000 men.

Heydrich’s formal powers over the SD, the Kripo, and even the Gestapo had been based on his abilities to control and coerce the German citizens of his own nation. What he said he wanted was nothing less than “the total and permanent check on the situation of each individual.”

But in 1939, Germany went to war, and responsibility for racial policies began to pass from the hands of the party’s propaganda machinery into those of the already militarized SS. In that same year, and again in 1941, Heydrich received a completely different grant of authority, based on a “Führer order,” which bypassed all organizations, including his own, and went directly from Hitler to the individual recipient of his commands. A second Führer order to Heydrich directed him in a few terse words to “make all necessary organizational, functional, and material preparations for a complete solution of the Jewish Question in Europe.” In 1939 that usually meant deportation; by the time of Heydrich’s death three years later, it certainly meant annihilation. Reinhard Heydrich had been chosen by the Nazis as the responsible official, the man with the mandate who arranges for the arrival of the man with the gun.
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Heydrich (foreground, in 1940) was placed in command of the Security Police force when Himmler officially merged the unit with the Security Service.

The Final Solution was neither Heydrich’s idea nor his primary responsibility: his orders came from Hitler, Himmler, or Göring; Himmler alone controlled the network of death camps that oozed across eastern Europe, and Adolf Eichmann handled the so-called business details. Heydrich’s expertise lay in translating vaguely formulated commands into orderly, clever directives that other officials could then handle on their own. One of his former subordinates has called him “the puppet master of the Third Reich,” and he is often regarded today as the Nazis’ preeminent “technologist of power.” The most dreadful crime in modern history thus represented only one of his many-faceted concerns.

In September 1941, Heydrich acquired still another kind of power, when he was appointed Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia, the strategic heartland of Czechoslovakia, which had been incorporated into the Reich. This appointment gave him the status of a government minister, as well as Hradčany Castle as his official residence, and meant that for this one function he outranked Heinrich Himmler himself. In the light of the increasing responsibility with which he was entrusted (including the leadership of the French occupation), Heydrich can plausibly be thought of as a candidate to succeed Hitler.

And that is far from the whole story. In addition to an inscrutability and prodigal nature, Reinhard Heydrich possessed high intelligence, a photographic memory, considerable athletic skill, a striking physical appearance, strong musical aptitude, and a store of sheer physical energy that few of his contemporaries could match. He skied and sailed and hunted and played tennis. He rode horseback in the mornings with Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, his rival as chief of military intelligence. He played the violin well enough to have considered it as a career; he fenced well enough to win international competitions. He had countless love affairs, yet he seems to have had a deep affection for his wife, and it is clear that she loved him. They had four healthy, attractive children.

As a high administrative official, Heydrich was exempted from combat, but he nevertheless went off to battle, incognito, in the uniform of the Luftwaffe, the German Air Force. He had learned in his spare time to pilot a plane, and flew nearly a hundred reconnaissance missions, including one in which his aircraft was shot down and he was forced to crawl, injured, through enemy territory. He won the Iron Cross.
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Circa 1943, Lina (top row, center) with the Heydrich children: from left, Klaus (age ten), Silke (age four), Marte (age one), and Heider (age nine). By age ten, boys were expected to join the Hitler Youth, while girls were fed their propaganda in the League of German Maidens.
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From left, Silke, Klaus, Marte, and Heider Heydrich. The family’s French-style chateau near Prague had since 1909 belonged to the Jewish sugar industrialist Ferdinand Bloch-Bauer and his wife, Adele, until Austria was annexed by the Nazis.

In late May 1942, Heydrich was mortally wounded by a bomb thrown into the back seat of the unescorted, open convertible in which he regularly drove through the streets of conquered Prague. Before he collapsed, he managed to leap from his car and fire several shots at his fleeing assailants.

Reinhard Heydrich received a hero’s burial in Berlin, to the inevitable accompaniment of the funeral march from Wagner’s Götterdämmerung. Martin Bormann, deputy chief of the Nazi Party, and Heinrich Himmler both gave emotional eulogies, and the short funeral oration was delivered by Adolf Hitler himself. “He was one of the best National Socialists,” the Führer declared, “one of the strongest defenders of the idea of the German Reich.”

The Führer also personally selected a suitable monument to Heydrich’s memory—the total destruction of the inhabitants and buildings of the Czech village of Lidice, on suspicion of having harbored local resistance partisans. Later, in an aside to his entourage, Hitler murmured in a shaking voice, “Heydrich . . . He was the man with the iron heart.” On the very day of the funeral, the mythologizing of the Nazi’s leading candidate for the role of metallic, inhuman Superman had already begun.

But none of Heydrich’s multifarious qualities were unambiguous to his widow, Lina von Osten Heydrich. Consider, for a prime example, our talks about the very faces that she and her husband presented to the world.

Lina said she had met Adolf Hitler for the first time in 1937, when she accompanied her husband to a reception at the Reich chancellery. That was eight years after she herself had joined the Nazi Party, six years after Reinhard joined the SS, and one year after he became chief of the Secret Police and the Security Service. She no longer remembered the occasion, but she did recall the Führer saying “spontaneously” as he greeted them, “What a handsome couple!”

Reinhard Heydrich was tall, blond, blue-eyed, and good-looking in the harshly angular, rawboned style so cherished by the Nazis. Lina Heydrich was blue-eyed, blond, a little severe, and a little sad, the perfect Germanic beauty of her era.

Appearances are deceiving. Still, what better way to make the acquaintance of myth-shrouded people than to observe the faces they presented to the outside world.

Nazi Germany was unique among modern societies in its obsession with the ideal human form; for an equal concern with perfect physique one must go back to the Italian Renaissance or to ancient Greece. In Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich, artistic subjects were chosen for their ability to function as archetypes of such things as “leaders” and “followers,”

“men and women in their basic duties of combat and fertility,” and, most of all, “ideal biological form.”

For art was linked with the achievement of another goal, the creation of a racially disproportionate, totally Aryan Reich, out of whose purified gene pool would arise a fabulous creature that Nazi propagandists called “the New Man.” (There was rather less talk about the “New Woman,” probably because the role envisioned for her was already familiar: women were to do the breeding and provide domestic comfort, while the men did everything else.) But what, exactly, was the New Man to be like?

Most of the party leaders were too busy preparing first for power, and then for war, to give much thought to this problem; but Heinrich Himmler, leader of the SS (which he described as “a formation of German men in the Nordic mold”), was obsessed by it. It was easy enough to devise an ideal physical model on which Himmler’s so-called racial experts could agree. As enunciated, for example, by Paul Schultze-Naumburg, an artist who also lectured on the subject of physiognomic racial fitness, the perfect Aryan prototype would have a high and receding forehead, a strongly protrusive nose, thin lips, a jutting chin, pale gray or blue eyes (the latter could be either pale or dark), and undulant, fine, blond hair. A long neck, a tall, long-legged body, long slender hands, a clearly discernible pelvis, and a spinal column rising “vertically, like a jet of water,” were also deemed desirable.

Unfortunately, this ideal was not everywhere in evidence, especially among the leadership. To compensate, Hitler took the long view. Confronted with the obvious fact that the major Nazi figures—fat Göring, clubfooted Goebbels, the puny, myopic Himmler, and even Hitler himself, with his swarthy visage—were hardly cast in the Nordic mold, the Führer liked to talk of the generations it would take to shape the New Man.

Himmler, however, could not rationalize so easily. His SS was supposed to be an elite, the vanguard and emblem of the new order to come. Every SS man was supposed to be able to trace his ancestry backward through two hundred years of Teutonic racial purity, and to be in good health. Each was supposed to be able to pass rigorous tests of physical fitness, to see without glasses, to be at least 1.70 meters (five feet six inches) tall.

In fact, however, most SS men resembled their Reichsführer more closely than their ideal. Year after year, Himmler tried and failed to pass the physical exams he himself had designed, until finally his officers agreed to fake the results. And, in the end, Himmler was always forced to extend the same tolerance to the generality of his men.

SS racial specialists eventually produced a chart of genetically acceptable German types—only one of which was actually called “Nordic.” Included were such categories as “Dinaric” (darker than the Aryans) and “Eastern” (usually Germans from the Baltic area). Within these types, there was an even larger range of physique, beginning with “ideal” and ending with “deformed,” which, of course, was not acceptable. But in the intermediate categories, “good bearing” and desirable personal characteristics might override physical deficiencies. Thus, space was made for exceptions, for selection among traits, and for a rather confused adaptation to the old, old reality that a “good” man (however defined) is hard to find.

Despite his many compromises, Himmler never quite overcame his early conviction that blond was best. This sometimes took him to the extremes of tragic lunacy. During one of his periodic inspections of the concentration camps, Himmler spied a blond and blue-eyed man wearing the yellow triangle designating a Jew. Thinking a mistake had been made, the Reichsführer asked if he was really Jewish. “Yes,” the prisoner replied with magnificent courage. “Then I can’t help you,” Himmler said sadly, and walked away. On another occasion, he met an impressive-looking blond SS man on the street and promoted him on the spot. (He later turned out to be a pimp, and had to be dismissed.) 

In the long term, however, Himmler intended to recruit primarily from among the children of his own SS men. No member of his elite guard could marry without obtaining a permit, a difficult process requiring the woman to pass an athletic test, submit to a physical exam, and provide, in addition to the obligatory proof of Aryan ancestry, a photo of herself in a bathing suit. The Reichsführer himself scrutinized the pictures of potential wives: “I looked at the photographs of all of them, and asked myself, can I see infusions of foreign blood?”

He must have seen a lot of something, for between 1932 and 1940, 106,304 marriage applications were submitted, but only 7,518 of these were judged entirely satisfactory. Of the remainder, 40,388 received “provisional clearance in default of documentation.”

Yet however intractable real people may be, in art everything is possible. Official portraits and formal photographs of the leaders, as well as glossy mass-produced pictures of perfect, Nordic followers, abounded during the Third Reich. What the real world lacked, propaganda would furnish. Hitler often rewarded deserving underlings with pictures of himself, and these seemed to set the trend. The Führer always appeared larger than life, posed against a flag or a large group of trees, or on horseback, wearing armor. The artists tried to catch a “spiritual emanation,” that necessary whiff of blood and iron that revealed a true leader, and which usually meant that Göring, Hess, et al. were shown with gaze directed outward or upward, staring resolutely into the future.

Within the SS, and especially on the walls of the great labyrinth of bureaucratic offices under its control, another style of portraiture prevailed. Hitler once said he wanted to breed a youth from which “the world will shrink in trepidation.” There could be “nothing weak and tender about it. Its eyes must glow once more with the freedom and splendor of the beast of prey.” Perhaps conscious of their role as instruments of trepidation, the officers of the SS were usually celebrated by means of an official photograph, dressed in the most imposing of their uniforms, looking bleak-eyed and relentless beneath their death’s-head visors.

There is a famous photograph of Himmler with Reinhard Heydrich on the day the Nazis announced Austria’s forced Anschluss with Germany. This was on March 12, 1938, and it must have been cold weather: both men are wearing military greatcoats, and striding along decisively in their polished black boots. Himmler, walking a little in front of his second in command, is bending backward slightly toward him, talking, smiling. Heydrich, however, is staring straight into the camera, unsmiling. He looks restless, predatory, ready to spring forward at the slightest rustling in the underbrush. He looks, in fact, like a wolf in a fancy uniform; what Himmler was always trying, and failing, to achieve came naturally to Reinhard Heydrich.

Few people, when confronted by the founder of the SS Security Service, can have wondered what was meant by the New Man: he seems to have sprung, perfectly formed, straight out of the pages of Schultze Naumburg’s book of Aryan physiognomy. Indeed, as one writer has said, “If National Socialism had looked in the mirror, Reinhard Heydrich would have looked back.”
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Heinrich Himmler, as Reichsführer of the SS (left, outside a Vienna hotel, in 1938), hired Heydrich to serve as his chief of SS Intelligence. Physically, the two were complete opposites: Himmler (1900–1945) slouched and appeared soft, while Heydrich exuded athleticism and sexual prowess.

There is no question that Heydrich’s persona had a strong impact on those whose path he crossed. His own men called him “the blond beast,” although one of his closest associates thought he more closely resembled Siegfried and other classic Wagnerian warrior-heroes. A Nazi police official investigating Heydrich’s assassination saw him shortly after he died and commented that his facial expression betrayed the “perverted beauty of a Renaissance cardinal.” One companion at a dinner party recalled Heydrich’s “pre-Raphaelite, lily-white hands, formed for slow strangling.”

No Nazi leader, excepting Hitler, has been surrounded by such a cloud of hyperbole, both pro and con. The simplest terms used to describe the chief of the SD are “iciness” and “like polished steel.” Heydrich has also been likened to a spider, to a cat playing with its victims, to the tip of a sword. The historian Joachim Fest sums Heydrich up: “In his Luciferian coldness, amorality, and insatiable greed for power he was comparable only to the great criminals of the Renaissance, with whom he shared a conscious awareness of the omnipotence of man.”

One cynical observer, Wilhelm Höttl, who served under Heydrich in the SD, compared him to Cesare Borgia: “Both men,” he said, “were imbued with the same complete disregard for all ethical values, both possessed the same passion for power, the same cold intelligence, the same frigidity of heart, the same systematically calculated ambition, and even the same physical beauty of a fallen angel.”

SS recruits appear to have seen the better side. A young cadet remarked that Heydrich’s photograph was pasted on the footlockers of nearly all of his comrades, and added, “There were many more of him than of the Reichsführer.”

Heydrich’s appearances in the limelight, however, were carefully calculated by his superiors to begin where Himmler’s ended, in the “private” world of athletic achievement, where official titles could be regarded as secondary. It was Himmler who walked with Hitler through the long lines of silent soldiers on the party Day of Honor at Nuremburg, while Heydrich would be shown as a member of the prize-winning German fencing team, or as leader of the annual SS route march.

Predictably, Heydrich’s striking physical gifts may have affected his SS career most decisively at its very beginning, on the day he met Heinrich Himmler for the first time, June 14, 1931. Neither man ever talked publicly about that meeting, which was decisive for the development of the SS and hence for the fate of millions of people. All that’s known is that after a conversation that lasted less than an hour, Himmler impulsively offered his tall blond guest the position of chief of SS Intelligence, and it seems likely that he was strongly influenced simply by the way Heydrich would look in his new uniform.

Heydrich, also, was not what he appeared to be, yet while the Nazis didn’t officially value those other qualities he possessed, they nevertheless rather desperately needed them. In a regime that exalted brawn over brains, doctrinal loyalty over technical skill, and the “big lie” over the search for truth, Heydrich valued other traits. He chose his assistants on the basis of their intelligence, rewarded technical expertise, promoted men known for pragmatic cynicism, and insisted on factual accuracy.

“It doesn’t matter what happens,” he told his subordinates, “as long as you know about it, but you have to know about it.” What good is blackmail, after all, if you get the facts wrong? And how can you claim responsibility for the security of the Führer, and then the SS, and then the party, and then the Reich, if you don’t know what is actually going on? Unlike Himmler, Heydrich didn’t let himself be fooled by appearances.

Sometime after Heydrich created the Reich Security Main Office in 1939, he emerged from his official obscurity to pose for a portrait that was exhibited in 1941 by the SS at the House of German Art, in Munich. Artistically, the oil painting, by Josef Vietze, a Sudeten (German-Czech) artist, is unexceptional, unless one is willing, as the Nazis were, to judge art purely by its impact. Even in reproduction, the portrait is a startling picture, and perfectly mirrors Heydrich’s dual roles as the embodiment of the fantastical stereotype of the Nordic warrior-hero and the grimly realistic chief of a vast and malevolent bureaucracy.

The image has some of the trappings and all of the exquisite calculation of late Renaissance paintings of such figures as Machiavelli or the Borgia popes. The young leader of the RSHA is portrayed sitting down, in a shadowy setting that is inescapably a government office. And the face of National Socialism is gazing not off into the blue, but right back at the viewer. It is disquieting to look at it.
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An oil portrait of Heydrich (1941) by Josef Vietze shows a figurine to the left, Der Fecter (The Fencer), by Ottmar Obermaier. The statuette, representing that Heydrich was Germany’s greatest fencer of 1937, was produced by forced-labor inmates from Dachau.

For once, a Nazi artist felt no need to be flattering, and Vietze paints his subject’s head from a deliberately distorting angle, a three-quarters view that emphasizes the harsh planes of his face, the jutting line of his high forehead, the protruding bones of his nose. Heydrich’s soft, pale blond hair is lost in the shadows. This is a face as an architect might have constructed it, all intersecting angles and planes, with the outlines of the skull showing through.

Reinhard Heydrich’s eyes were rather small and set a little too close together, and one might expect them to be eclipsed by the abundance of architectonic detail, but it doesn’t work out that way. Instead, his face becomes a gothic rigging apparatus, designed to let the eyes send their message to the outside world.

In contrast with Heydrich’s slightly upward curving lips, his eyes contain a mixture of two elements not usually considered compatible— cool contemplation and warm contempt, approaching almost a sneer.

This is the kind of expression one sometimes encounters, even in a democracy, on the faces of government officials from whom one needs something but who feel the need is not mutual. Heydrich’s distillation of the look, however, is no more similar to the normal version than a file clerk is to the Grand Inquisitor. Every element of the picture’s compelling iconography, in which Heydrich himself no doubt had a hand, seems designed to emphasize his personal scale of values. The chief of Imperial Security chose to be painted, not in the black and silver dress uniform of the SS, but in the workaday field gray costume of the SD, the one party agency that was his alone. The uniform is festooned with a few eagles and medals, but nothing to indicate his stewardship (in Himmler’s name) of the Secret State Police. Dimly, very dimly, shown on part of his right shoulder, merged into the shadowy background, is a vague pattern that is probably the V-shaped “old-fighter” chevron worn as a badge of honor by Nazis who joined the party before Hitler came to power. Heydrich had barely qualified for this mark of esteem and was doing his best to consign the old fighters to the shadows.

In his right hand, the lord of the SD is holding a rather crinkled piece of paper, and, nestled casually between his lightly clenched fingers, a pencil. This is probably the way he would have appeared to someone—an underling, perhaps, or a suspect—summoned to see him at his office.

For example, when the SS took control of the Gestapo, it inherited a group of officials who were, for the most part, bitterly hostile to the Nazi newcomers. After Heydrich had reviewed their records, he decided to retain almost everyone who would agree to cooperate. One by one, the police officials were called for an interview. One, Franz Josef Huber, whose name was the same as at least one other member, recalled his surprise when confronted by Heydrich, who was sitting calmly behind his desk, holding a piece of paper.

This Huber had been a prominent anti-Nazi, and expected dismissal or imprisonment. Instead, his interlocutor pointed to the paper, which contained a list of names, Huber’s apparently among them. Some of the names had checkmarks in front of them indicating political reliability; others had a little zero. Heydrich picked up a pencil, and let it hover over the names. “Which Huber are you?” he asked. It was all he needed to say. Huber knew that by asking the question when he perfectly well knew the answer, Heydrich was saying that he didn’t care. He could use Huber, despite his questionable past.

There can be something quite threatening about the mutability a pencil implies. Everything that is can be altered; everything that has come into being can be erased.

Sometimes, however, a pencil is not enough. In the Vietze portrait, on a line directly above Heydrich’s right hand, stands an object with a different connotation. It is a small statue of a man, dressed in fencing costume, his right hand resting on a gracefully arched foil. The light shines on this statuette so strongly it is almost bleached white: only Heydrich’s forehead, shirt collar, and hands, and parts of the paper in his hand, are as brightly illuminated.

As one’s eyes are pulled along the inevitable pathway from statue to paper to Heydrich’s arrogant, challenging eyes, it is impossible to miss the symbolic message of Vietze’s work. This is a portrait of a man who will never have to decide whether the pen(cil) is mightier than the sword, because he can avail himself of both. The same hand that writes the letter of denunciation can pick up the executioner’s weapon. The picture is really a police state icon for the worship of totalitarian power: what it is, what it feels like to have it, and, most effectively of all, what it is like to be confronted by it.

When I mentioned the Vietze portrait to Frau Heydrich on my first visit to her pension on Fehmarn, she was dismissive. She remembered it, of course, as anyone would. “Yes,” she said, “it somehow happened in Prague. Vietze was a Praguer. I don’t find much in the painting.”

Not to find much in it! Perhaps Vietze painted several pictures, and we are not talking about the same one.

“You mean the one with the fencer?” I asked.

“The fencer is Schulder, a very good sabre fencer in the SS called Schulder. He was a very chic figure. And a plaster statue was made; we had it at home; it was really beautiful. And Vietze had this statue in the foreground . . . But I found that Vietze couldn’t do much.”

“Yet your husband looks so . . . Nordic in the picture.”

She was silent for a long time. Perhaps I had gotten the word wrong. I was, after all, the enemy’s child. And I’d already learned that nothing served her better than a long pause to remind us of the war and the blood, the opinions, experiences, age, and culture we did not share.

“He appears very Nordic,” I repeated. (Better inanity than nothing.) 

“Yes, but he has a very strange look on his face. That is not him.”

Yet we did not really disagree on the symbolism of Vietze’s painting. She knew exactly what sort of threat it represented: “The position of my man is always overrated. Just look at the photographs of him. There he’s shown where he really belongs, always in the second rank.”

In Lina Heydrich’s talk of her ten and a half years with Reinhard, the black thread of power in the fabric of his career seems to obsess her, and to be what she would like to pluck out and be rid of. She would talk of murder (though she didn’t usually call it that), but Lina Heydrich acted as if her husband after all hadn’t had that much power, really.

And by the way, she had had absolutely none over him.

“Did you ever, ever try to influence your husband’s decisions?” I asked.

“Oh, no. My husband tolerated no interference in the service sphere. If I had tried to suggest anything to him, he would have said, ‘Go back to your kitchen cupboard!’ ”

On the subject of art and her own painted image, Heydrich’s widow was even harder to pin down. Something else I had learned that Rein-hard Heydrich used to say sums up her conversational style. When some goal of his could not be achieved by direct means, he would advise his men, “Find some back door!”

Lina von Osten was adept at finding many back doors. And so it happened that as she and I spoke further of art and artists, the specter of power, which she had tried to throw out the front door in our discussions of Vietze’s painting, crept silently in through the back door. But this wasn’t the fierce imperial force we saw in the face of the chief of Reich Security (depending on whether she or I was looking at it). This was a different phenomenon, involving subtle influence as well as naked force, involving power thwarted as well as power displayed, and involving a female form of power as well as a male one. In art, there is room for everything.

Wolfgang Willrich was one of Nazi Germany’s best-known artists, primarily because his pastel-hued portraits of earnest, almost identical, blond Aryans lent themselves so well to reproduction in magazines, posters, postcards, and on the pages of Das schwarze Korps, the official newspaper of the SS. Willrich was a protégé of Walther Darré, a fuzzy-minded theorist of eugenics who was also a friend of Heinrich Himmler’s. Like them, Willrich equated salvation with the reestablishment of the racial ideal.

In 1936, he was appointed to a special commission whose task it was to tour every major German museum, confiscating examples of “degenerate” art, such as works by Georg Grosz, Paul Klee, and Willi Baumeister, among German artists, and such foreigners as Pablo Picasso, Piet Mondrian, Marc Chagall, and Wassily Kandinsky. Willrich decided to use the opportunity to paint his way across the Reich, culling illustrations of racially pure Germans from every region and province. Sometime in 1936, he painted several pictures of Lina Heydrich. The results pleased her husband no better than the portrait of him had suited her. 

In File MA 286 of the Institute of Contemporary History in Munich, incongruous amid a pile of captured Nazi documents, is a reproduction of one of Wolfgang Willrich’s more elaborate works. At its center sits a fair-haired woman with a spare, strong face, looking down at a child suckling at her breast. She is naked from the waist up. Next to her sits a handsome, blond man. Clustered around them are two flaxen-haired little girls. Kneeling before them is a teenage boy. In the background, behind a huge, golden sunflower, is a white brick wall supported by chunky wooden beams, thick as railway trestles. They form a sort of Y with the vertical line thrust upward between the two raised “arms.” In its solidity and massive strength, it also has some similarity to a cross, just as the grouping of mother and child with a respectful male attendant resembles a conventional depiction of the Holy Family.
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The Aryan Family, a 1938–39 propaganda painting, depicted a perfect example of Nazi domesticity, though its artist, Wolfgang Willrich, was more widely known for his “Soldiers of the Reich” postcards. This work featured a nursing Madonna figure thought to bear more than a passing resemblance to Frau Heydrich.

The woman in the painting is really a sort of pagan Madonna. But is she also Lina Heydrich? It’s just as well that Reinhard Heydrich can speak for himself on this point, since his wife emphatically disagreed with him.

In January 1937, Reinhard Heydrich tried to block the reproduction of the painting as an article of mass culture. He seems to have assumed not only that the scantily clad woman was his wife but also that she would be easily recognizable. Willrich’s painting of the severe, fruitful mother seems to have caused Himmler’s second in command no end of trouble, which is why it found its way into files usually devoted to international intrigues, the fight against ideological enemies, and the maintenance of domestic order. The chief of the Reich Security Main Office took time off from all of this to write a personal letter to Wolfgang Willrich that is interesting in part because of the insecurity it betrays.

As always, Heydrich got right to the point:

After long hesitation, I permitted you to use the picture of my wife, without giving her name, in one of the articles that you put together for the magazine Volk und Rasse. Yet, when this edition appeared, I was astounded to see that you misused the picture of my wife . . . as the cover picture.

You know exactly how very much I resisted publication at first, and then I only agreed under the conditions mentioned above. I must express my sharpest displeasure, and request you to send me immediately all of the reproductions of plates and pictures of my family which are still in your possession. I am going to make an appropriate report to the Reichsführer SS.

Reinhard Heydrich rarely admitted either to hesitation or astonishment: “sharp displeasure” is hardly strong enough to account for the anger he must have felt at such a betrayal of his trust. Yet his approach to Willrich is surprisingly mild for a man who had been known to threaten his enemies with “the grave.” The remark about reporting to Himmler was, of course, a threat of a sort; but it was also an admission that Heydrich could not solve the problem on his own.

“My husband was a loner,” Frau Heydrich once told me. “He was not a man for, as you say in English, ‘teamwork.’” Yet he had to sit by for three months while his letter, with its embarrassing personal revelations, made the rounds of the various SS offices.

Among other places, it crossed the desk of Himmler’s chief of staff, Karl Wolff, perhaps Heydrich’s biggest rival within the SS. Wolff agreed to stop Willrich from publishing more copies of the picture, but the order seems to have been delayed for some time, because “Herr Willrich was traveling.” Apparently, the resources of the SS were not sufficient to locate him—even though by 1937, Wolfgang Willrich had become a fellow member of the order.

Heydrich’s letter was forwarded to the chief of the Race and Settlement Office, Richard Hildebrandt, who was on close personal terms with both him and his wife. Hildebrandt agreed to block further publication. On April 8, he also sent a note to Himmler reminding him that Willrich was not a real SS Obersturmführer, but was only allowed to wear the uniform in exchange for rendering some service to the organization. Himmler had created this new category of “furthering members,” so if anyone was responsible for them, he was. Hildebrandt, with his note to Himmler, was merely tossing the hot potato back into the Reichsführer’s lap.

Whereupon, as was his wont, Himmler paused awhile. No doubt, he rather enjoyed his subordinate’s discomfiture. The previous year, he had been so troubled by Lina Heydrich that he had tried to persuade Heydrich to divorce his wife—and here she was again, causing more trouble.

Yet in the end, knowing he needed Heydrich’s wholehearted support in the battle for authority that had now replaced the old parliamentary debates, Himmler acceded to his subordinate’s pleas. The chain of correspondence may end with a note from Heydrich to
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