Exhibit reveals horrors gay men faced at Hitler’s hands

by Jane Muder

"The Holocaust" is the term synonymous with
the World War [T-era extermination of approximately
G million Jews of Buropean descent, But other mi-
nority groups also were sentenced to grim fates—hy
Inbor or gas chamber—under the regime of Adolf
Hitler, including Poles, Gypsies and homosexuals.

Homosexuals, especially men, fared quite badly
under that totalitarian stebe, but the fate of Germas
ny's homosexual community under a wartime Nazi
regime often went unmentioned in scholarly Holo-
caust discourse of years past.

Now, this lesser-Bnown part of history has baen
brought to life at the Jewish Community Center in
Squirrel Hill. Nazi Persecution of Homosexuals 1933-
1845, a traveling photographic exhibit on loan from
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, is
on display at the Fine/Perlow Weiss Gallery in the
Kaufmann Building of the JOO through Feb. 6. Its
proximity to the entrance of the JCC"a lecture rooms
and fitness facilities makes it o major conversation
piece; individuals entering the building for classes or
workout sessions cannot help but netice it

Until 1994, Germany's Criminal Code contained
a clause eondemping homosexual acts between men,
Enacted in May 1871, Section 175 of the code de-
nounced gay male activity. The Mazi rise to power
made the code's tencts far more pernicious, begauss
according to Nazi views of social and racial purity,
]mnmla-c:-:ua]ﬁ were regarded as deviant and anti-
social,

In 1235, Germany™s Criminal Code condemned
all soecalled “lewd” acts among men, a definition
that broadened the range of verboten behaviors far
beyond male-on-male contact. This was eapacially
ironte because Ernst Rohm, o co-founder of the Mesl
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Sturmablellung—or “storméroopers,” which fune-
tioned as o paramilitary organization of the German
Nazi party and played a key role in Hitler's rise to
power=—was known to be a homosexual, Hitler had
Rohm removed from power and killed in 1934,

At this time, the Gestaps, or Mazi secret police,
began to round up homosexual men convicted of vi-
clating Section 175, sentencing them to prison or to
work camps. To be sentenced fo a work camp was
often a fate worse than death: Men suffered brutal,
inhuman working conditions, and many died from
their prostrations. One panel of the Nazi Persecution
exhibit ouwtlines this concept plainly: “Homosevwals
in these camps wero almost always assigned to the
worst and most dangerous work."”

The exhibit offers stark testament to the politis
cal climate of Nazi Germany. Displayed on large,
laminated billboards, and taking up significant foor
space in the JOC's Kaufmann Building, the collection
of black-and-white photographs includes pictures of
victims, their totalitarian oppressors and the condi-
tions to which the men were subjected during the
Halocaust. ;

Those viewing the exhibit can follow the legacies
of these vietims as they unfolded; the photos are de-
signed to be viewed chronoclogically, from the Nazi
takeover of Germany to the Holocaust's sobering
aftermath. & press kit includes hﬁv_‘raphies of indi-
vidual vietims printed on stock cards so that viewers

can become betber sequainted with the individual
stories of gay Holoraust victims,

Stephoen Zupete, a member of the Holoeaust
Commission of Pittsburgh, was fascinated by the
exhibit since he saw it several years ago in Washing-
ton, DC, He remembered an earlier Holocaust exhi-
bit that had been on display at the University of
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Pittsburgh in 1987 Auwselinitz—A Crivte Agains!
Mankind, which referred to othor, nons-Jewish vies
tims af the Holoeaust. The exhibit was discributed by
the Auschwitz State Museum in Poland,

“The Holocaust material was mostly from Eu-
ropa—there woas far less material [in the TUnited
States],” says Zupcic, who serves on the committes
for this exhibit. “It cither hadn’t been translated
ints English or simply wasn't available.”

On Mew, 27, the Pitsburgh Post-Gazette quoted
Holocaust Center Dhrector Edie MNaveh as stating
that the exhibit was "unprecedented” and that
“There's nover been anything else like it, certainly
not in this country.”

Loeal businessman Machum Golan aprees. The
owner of Nachum Golan Inferiors is & commitiee
chair with a singular connection to the exhibit.

“My parents survived the Holocaust... and, as
the only pay son my mother and father had... it's a
very personal involvement,” he says, adding, "The
most important thing is that the Jewish community
here in Pittsburgh is willing to show a controversial
and very exciting exhibition,"

Zupcic belisves that this exhibit teaches a lesson
from which many palitical oppressers worldwide can
learn today.

"There's =till an enormous amount of diserimi-
nation that cocurs in our soctely,” be save, “and by
appreciating some of the most boreific kKinds of dis-
erimination and prosecution—that which crosses the
line into state-sponsored imprisonment and mur-
der—you can get & clearer view of your own situns
tion.”

Zupeie cites the current politieal elimate of Iran,
one in which homosexuality is so taboo that men risk
gex-change surgery rather than fase execution for
committing “acts of sodomy,” as one example of
such political perseeution.

As a nation, Germany did not confront the hor-
rorg of itsa gay male persecution wntil 19894, when
Paragraph 175 was oxpusged from the Criminal
Code. As a result, there was little post-Holocaust
evidenee or testimony of the horrors homosexunls
faced under Hitler's regime. Zupeic savs that well
inte the 19605, German homosexcals prosecuted un-
der Parngraph 195 were reluctant to come forward
and share their Holocaust experionces.

Pittsburgh's Lambda Foundation, o nonsprofit
arganization providing grants and scholarships to
area GLBT projects, is the largest monetary suppor-
ter of the Nezi Perseculion exhibit; additicnal fund-
ing was provided by the Jewish Healtheare Founda-
tion and by individual denors.

Despite its dark subject matter, supporiors be-
ligve the exhibit provides hope for a future free of
hate crimes and discrimination, The post-Holocaust
thoughts of Karl Lanpe, one of the men prosecuted
under Paragraph 175, are reprinted on one of the
press kit's stock cards: “The homosexwals did not
disappear simply becagse the Mazis wanted them to."
Theough it took him until the 1960s o fnd paving
work in German—a nefarious conssquence of Para-
graph 176 conviction stigma—Lange survived the
Holocaust to share hie story with the world,

The survivors apd the casualties both pieced
together the hidden stories of gay Holecaust victims,
The presentation of Nazi Persecution of Homosexuwals
1933-1945 to Pittsburgh is o testament toe these
men's legacies,

Mozl Perzecution of Homesexuals 19331945 o
presented by the Holocaust Center of Pittshurgh and
the American Jewish Museum of the Jewisl Convm-
nidy Cender through Feb, 6. For more information,
call 412-421-1500. See “Out and Aboul” on page 28
for o schedule of related aelivitios.
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