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It is my hope that beyond elucidating some of the com-
plex historical issues surrounding the divided region of 

Alsace-Lorraine, that this exhibition will be a testament 
to the joys and pleasures of conducting research with 
access to extraordinary primary documents, illustrated 
journals, and books. Drawn to the Land: The Battle for 
Alsace-Lorraine showcases materials from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Gorman Rare Art Book collection 
and Special Collections, which are particularly rich in 
nineteenth century French and German materials. The 
breadth of these collections gave me the greatest potential 
creativity in the way I made use of the materials, which 
makes for a very privileged curatorial experience. Of 
particular interest and rarity amongst these remarkable 
collections are the illustrated journals Le Rire, Le Courrier 
français, L’Illustration, Jugend, and Simplicissimus as well 
as pedagogical materials including various editions of 
Ernest Lavisse’s Histoire de France and George Bruno’s 
Le Tour de la France par deux enfants.

Situated along the Rhine, Alsace-Lorraine lies at a 
crossroads; the region not only divides France and Ger-
many, but also north and south, as well as central and 
eastern Europe. The battle between France and Germany 
for control of the region continued intermittently since 
the eighteenth century and the emergence of the Nation-
State but became decidedly more contentious with the 
annexation of Alsace-Lorraine by the Germans in 1871, 
at the end of the Franco-Prussian war. The region’s eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and above all national identity 
only became more fragmented as the region passed back 
to France with the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, and then 
again back to Germany in 1940 with the outbreak of World 
War II, until the French finally achieved the permanent 
reconciliation of the two provinces in 1945. 

The region then, does not so much embody questions 
of national identity, as it does define them; it has long 
served as a barometer of changing and conflicting claims 
to national identity between the French, the Germans, and 
the local regionalists calling for a separatist state. Drawn 
to the Land: The Battle for Alsace-Lorraine examines the 
print culture associated with these historical changes. 
It also shows how journal illustrations and pedagogi-
cal materials sought to negotiate and reinforce national 
claims to the land during both periods of cessation and 
reconciliation.

For both the French and the Germans, “the question 
of Alsace-Lorraine”— which was first articulated in the 
Parisian newspaper Le Figaro in the 1890s —lies at the 
very heart of urgent and litigious questions of French 
and German nationhood as they were understood until 
the end of the Second World War. The fate of Alsace-
Lorraine became a focal point in educational curricu-
lum of the Third Republic (1870-1940) in France and  



background serve to 
instill a sense of calm 
and confidence in the 
French military prow-
ess without detracting 
from the distress of the 
scene. The young boy 
who has been injured 
is probably about the 
same age as the chil-
dren who would have 
been reading this text-
book, which would 
have heightened French 
school children’s emo-
tional response to this 
image.

WWI
For many German elites, the outbreak of war in 1914 
seemed like the perfect opportunity to “Germanize 
Alsace Lorraine once and for all.” Alsatians and Lor-
rainers were resentful though about the lack of French 
language instruction and the prohibition of local dialects. 
The Alsatian author and illustrator know as Hansi wrote 
and illustrated several books on the question of Alsace-
Lorraine after the war, including Mon Village: ceux qui 
n’oublient pas in which he satirized and critiqued not only 
the Germans but also the Kaiser’s educational system. One 
such image from Mon Village (fig. 3) depicts a classroom 

fitted with a map of Prussia, and a blackboard that reads, 
“Berlin is the biggest city in the world,” and under which 
the equation 2 x 2=5 is printed. A distracted and seem-
ingly inept instructor reads from a text related to Kaiser 
Wilhelm, while disobedient students draw ridiculing 
pictures of the teacher and German soldiers, snickering. 
There is one obedient student in the class with his arms 
taut by his side, midst recitation. One of his classmates 
draws a German war helmet on his back.

during the Second Reich, the Weimar Republic, and 
Third Reich in Germany and served to cultivate patrio-
tism and to shape the political legacy of the conflict for 
future generations. 

Lessons in Loyalty
On May 10, 1871, the French government, in light of the 
devastation of the Franco-Prussian war, felt they had no 
alternative but to ratify the treaty of Frankfort, which 
stated unequivocally that “France renounces, in favor of 
the German Empire, all rights and titles to the territories 
situated east of the frontier designated below…The Ger-
man Empire shall possess these territories forever, in full 
sovereignty and ownership.” When the Germans took 
Alsace-Lorraine in 1871, they offered schoolteachers who 
wished to remain and “teach history as the Germans taught 
it” larger salaries than they had ever received. Those who 
stayed emphasized the region’s German origins.

French journals and textbooks insisted upon the 
cruelty and barbarity of the German race. A drawing 
from an 1870 edition of l’Illustration depicts le Siège de 
Strasbourg, which illustrates the suffering and misery 
of Alsace-Lorrainers who watch as their homes burn to 
the ground, their children go hungry, and their soldiers 

dress their wounds (fig. 1). In the 1919 edition of the 
textbook, Histoire de France: Cours Élémentaire, written 
by Ernest Lavisse, the historian who Pierre Nora termed 

“the nation’s teacher,” and under the subtitle “the duty of 
French children,” Lavisse explains that they will learn 
more about the history of the Franco-Prussian when they 
are older, but that they must know that their grandfathers 
bravely fulfilled their duty to defend their homeland. 
The accompanying image of the bombardment of Paris  
(fig. 2) depicts an innocent boy who has been crushed by 
falling rubble and his anguished mother who leans over 
his rumpled and contorted body. The two soldiers in the 



of the Fuhrer were replaced with signs proclaiming: “C’est 
chic de parler Français” (It’s chic to speak French) and 
a French adaptation of the anti-Gallic poster that read, 

“Out with the Kraut trash” (fig. 5) and that pictured a 
broom sweeping away Mein Kampf, pictures of the Fuhrer, 
and the swastika.

Beginning with the Franco-Prussian war Alsace-
Lorraine was deluged with both German nationalist 
propaganda and French revanchist sentiment. Both the 
Germans and the French insisted upon conceptualizing 

Alsace-Lorraine as unequivocally German or French in 
such a way that did not correspond to the complex pervad-
ing reality. In his analysis of interwar Alsace Samuel H. 
Goodfellow suggests that: “polarization over the question 
of national identity split the French yin from the German 
yang, leaving Alsace sociologically, psychologically, and 
culturally divided. Both sides, at their extremes, sought 
an artificially organic Alsace based on a willful igno-
rance of a significant part of Alsatian identify.” There 
are many different ways of telling the story of Alsace-
Lorraine, all of them only gesture towards its complexity 
and contradiction.

Laura WertheiM
Art History Department

World War II
Reconciliation with France, according to the terms of 
the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, didn’t resolve questions 
of Alsatian national identity, as one might have imag-
ined. Classroom education was now to be conducted 
only in French and French textbooks continued to depict 
Germans as modern day barbarians and as the sole pro-
genitors of the Great War. Discontentment with French 
rule and regional instability facilitated the establishment  
of various fascisms.

On June 17, 1940, the Germans crossed the Rhine in 
rubber rafts and claimed the region of Alsace-Lorraine 
for the second time in less than seventy-five years. Imme-
diately German was proclaimed the official language 
and the Germans mandated the use of schoolbooks spe-
cifically conceived for Alsatian children. They plastered 
anti-Gallic posters throughout Alsatian and Lorrainian 
towns including this poster (fig. 4) which reads: “Away 
with the Gallic trash,” and depicts a broom sweeping away 
iconic Gallic and French symbols including the beret, a 
French helmet, the Eiffel Tower, and most notably a copy 
of Hansi’s Mon Village, all against the silhouette of the 
iconic tower of the Strasbourg Cathedral. 

Liberation by the French was greeted with enthusiasm 
and relief on February 2, 1945 at the end of World War 
II, but once again the reconciliation was not without 
trauma. German and Alsatian were prohibited and pun-
ishments for uttering a single word were severe. Portraits 
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