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Focused Inquiry – Holocaust Survivor Art

Can art reflect the pain of the Holocaust?

Gurs by Jacob Barosin

The World Was Silent by Jacob Barosin

Supporting Question
1. How do works of art represent Holocaust survivor’s life circumstances?
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Focused Inquiry – Holocaust Survivor Art

Compelling Question
Can art reflect the pain of the Holocaust?
Standards

ART.VA.IV.7.2; ART.VA.IV.8.2 - Articulate an understanding of the historical, social, and cultural
contexts of artwork.

Disciplinary
Practice

Art, Social Studies, Social Science, English, English Language Arts

Staging the
Question

Students will post their impressions and questions regarding a variety of historical sources
from 1945.
Supporting Question

How do works of art represent Holocaust survivor’s life circumstances?
Formative Performance Task
Use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) and Think-Pair-Share to examine art produced by a Holocaust survivor.
Featured Sources
Source A: Gurs - Painting by Jacob Barosin
Source B: The World Was Silent – Graphite drawing by Jacob Barosin

Summative
Performance
Task

ARGUMENT: By comparing two historical pieces from the same artist, students will construct a claim
that it is possible to see the artist’s life circumstances more clearly from their art work. Students will
cite points from their observations and reflections to support their claim, specific to the artwork.
EXTENSION: Look at other examples of Jacob Barosin’s work. What are you noticing about Mr.
Barosin’s style and focus of his work, especially as he grew older? Reflect on what you are noticing.

English Language Learners: Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) eight components.
Examine the checklist developed by Echevarria, Vogt, and Short (2015, 2017)
Modifications
Students with Disabilities: Modifications identified by the National Endowment for the Arts (2015)
and ArtShop are recommended.

Overview
Inquiry Description
This inquiry focuses on examining two pieces of Holocaust survivor art to explore how art can express the pain
of the Holocaust. The questions, tasks, and sources in this inquiry asks students to examine one painting and one
drawing created by a Holocaust survivor using Visual Thinking Strategies then use their observations to drive
discussion and analysis during a Think-Pair-Share activity. Students will be asked to use their analysis of the two
works of art to construct a claim that it is possible to see the artist’s life circumstances more clearly from their
art work while generating additional questions, leading to more learning about the artist’s life – or argue they
cannot.
This inquiry highlights the following standards.






ART.VA.III.7.1; ART.VA.III.7.2; ART.VA.III.8.1; ART.VA.III.8.2 - Critically observe, describe and analyze visual
characteristics. Interpret artwork searching for embedded meaning, function and personal connections.
ART.VA.IV.7.2; ART.VA.IV.8.2 - Articulate an understanding of the historical, social and cultural contexts of
artwork.
WHG 7.2.3 - World War II and WHG 7.2.6 - Case Studies of Genocide
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.7.1.A; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.7.1.B; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.1.A; CCSS.ELALITERACY.W.8.1.B - Introduce claim(s), acknowledge alternate or opposing claims. Support claim(s) with logical
reasoning and relevant evidence.
C3 Framework Indicators: D2.His.4.9-12 – Analyze complex and interacting factors that influenced
perspectives of people during different historical eras; D2.His.5.9-12 – Analyze how historical contexts
shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives; Dimension 3 – Developing claims and using
evidence

This inquiry is expected to take one to two class periods. The inquiry time frame could expand if teachers think their
students need additional instructional experiences (e.g., supporting questions, formative performance tasks, featured
sources, writing). Teachers are encouraged to adapt the inquiry to meet the needs and interests of their particular
students. This inquiry lends itself to differentiation and modeling of historical thinking skills while assisting students in
reading the variety of sources.

Structure of the Inquiry
In addressing the compelling question, students will have a greater understanding how the pain of the Holocaust can be
expressed through various mediums of art. The formative performance task provides students with an opportunity to
practice the three-step Visual Thinking Strategy technique and Think-Pair-Share to examine art. Ultimately, students
take the information they acquired using these strategies to develop and support a claim that it is possible to see the
artist’s life circumstances more clearly through their art. Students will reference specific components of each piece of
art to support their claim.

Staging the Compelling Question
For a few days prior to the Formative Performance Task, post several examples of various historical sources of 1945 – a
timeline, art work, pictures, etc – for students to view and ponder. Allow students to post their impressions and
questions next to these pieces. Discuss the postings at various entry points of class time leading up to the Formative
Task, with the focus being the inquiry of the student, and that the answers to those questions can be found in various
sources such as the ones posted and shared. Encourage exploration, perhaps as an extension assignment, of these
questions. Point out that while each piece is different, it reveals information about the time period when the Holocaust
occurred – a time when an artist named Jacob Barosin lived in the concentration camps of WWII. Explain that they will
be looking closely at two pieces of art works by Mr. Barosin while talking further about how these pieces reveal more
about his life circumstances during the Holocaust.
The staging task is not designed to delve too far into the specific content of the compelling question. Instead, it’s
intended to provide a frame of reference and context for the inquiry. Specifically, it is to introduce students to the idea
that art can reflect an artist’s life circumstances.
This task may be completed in a brief period of time, depending on how much overall time is available for the inquiry. If
following the guidelines described in the inquiry overview (one or two 50-minute class periods), then this staging task
would likely only last 10-15 minutes.

Supporting Question
The supporting question asks, “How do works of art represent Holocaust survivor’s life circumstances?” This supporting
question challenges students to understand how art can reflect the life circumstances of the artist.
The featured sources include two works of art produced by a Holocaust survivor.



Source A: Gurs - Painting by Jacob Barosin
Source B: The World Was Silent – Graphite drawing by Jacob Barosin

The formative performance task is for students to use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) and Think-Pair-Share to examine
two pieces of Holocaust art produced by a survivor. The foundation for the Formative Performance Task comes from
two analytical frameworks for studying art – Structural Framework (analyzing style, symbolism, and structural elements)
and Personal Framework (analyzing how art reflects the personal feelings, thinking and life circumstances of the artist,
and how viewer interpretation is influenced by their life experiences). Both will be considered.
Students will be shown two pieces of art by artist Jacob Barosin – a Holocaust survivor. Through the use of observation,
written reflection and a Think-Pair-Share Visible Thinking Routine, students will analyze these two historical sources and
share their interpretations of what they see. Use the following sequence for this task:
1) Students quietly view both historical pieces.
2) Students will think critically on each piece – observing the style of the piece, how it was created, shading. etc.)
while taking notes on their interpretations of why they feel the artist chose those elements for each source –
what was the artist trying to tell us with this historical source? Why do you think he chose the shading he did?
The contrast of sizes and shapes?
3) Students will add to their notes 1 -2 questions they would like to know more about – something they would like
to ask the artist - based upon this initial viewing and observation.
4) Students will pair with another student to share their interpretations and questions. Together, they will discuss
where they could find additional sources and information to provide answers to these questions.
5) To conclude, choose 2-3 students’ VT Strategy experiences, their interpretations and questions. Ask the students
the supporting question again: In what ways can different historical sources, such as art work, create questions
that will lead to learning more, and asking more, about a Holocaust survivor’s life circumstances? Ask the group
as a whole how they would find an answer to these questions. Guide their inquiry to sources of high fidelity as a
Holocaust resource (USHMM, YadVashem, Shoah Foundation, etc.). Provide opportunity to accept this inquiry as
an assignment or extension, in alignment with the staging question.
This process will be done with each artwork and the teacher will decide how long to extend VTS. For more information
on VTS: https://sjmusart.org/sites/default/files/files/Understanding%20Basics.pdf

Modifications for English Language Learners may include various Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP)
strategies from the eight SIOP components such as:









Adapting content to all levels of student proficiency (Preparation)
Integrating lesson concepts with language practice opportunities (Preparation); Explicitly link past learning to
new concepts (Building Background)
Using a variety of techniques to make concepts clear such as modeling and gestures (Comprehension Input); Use
scaffolding techniques consistently (Strategies)
Use a variety of question types (Strategies)
Give opportunities for student to clarify key concepts (Interaction)
Provide activities to integrate all language skills (Practice/Application)
Pace the lesson appropriately (Lesson Delivery)
Provide feedback to students regularly (Review/Assessment)

Modifications for Students with Disabilities may include recommendations from the National Endowment for the Arts
(2015) and ArtShop such as the following:







Provide a copy of the artwork to look at prior to the formal lesson – talk together. Enlarge the photo, if possible,
making the details clearer.
Mark on the artwork copy – circle, underline, x, cut out – as they answer questions asked of them about the art.
This creates a more sensory-rich experience as they hold and “work” the art piece.
Provide personal modifications for student comfort during the lesson – weighted blankets, fidgets, headphones,
etc. – while working with the art piece. This will allow the experience to be physically comfortable.
Allow students to answer – provide extra wait time, ask questions in a simple, concrete manner, focus on items
they can see or relate to. Art is the perfect medium as there are so many answers that can be discovered to
understanding the work.
Select a simple focus for the art piece – a theme that can be easily followed (color, shapes, light, dark, shadows,
positioning of items, etc.) as you talk about the piece. This allows a continual thread to run through discovering
more and more about the art.

Supporting Question
Featured Source

A

Gurs
Painting by Jacob Barosin

Gurs
Painting by Jacob Barosin

About Jacob Barosin:
Born in Riga, Russian Empire, in 1906, when still a child, Barosin's family moved to Berlin. He studied art and philosophy
in Berlin, and was awarded Ph.D. in Art History from the University of Freiburg. Following the rise of the Nazi regime, he
and his wife Sonia fled to Paris. In February 1943, Barosin was arrested and interned in the Gurs Camp. Six weeks later,
he was deported to the Gignac Camp. He managed to escape from Gignac in April, and rejoined with his wife, who was
in hiding in Florac. They eventually found refuge until the liberation in August, 1944. In 1947, the couple immigrated to
the United States, where Barosin remained active as an artist. He died in New York, United States in 2001.

About the painting:
In the Gurs Camp, he drew portraits of the prisoners, most of whom remain unidentified. Using a realistic, detailed style,
Barosin immortalized the faces of men who lived in terror of the transports to the East. He documented the exhaustion
and despair borne of endless waiting, and gave expression to the fear of the unknown. (YadVashem https://www
.yadvashem.org/yv/en/exhibitions/last_portrait/barosin.asp )

Additional Information:
USHMM – Watercolor painting & biography: https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn44924

Supporting Question
Featured Source

B

The World Was Silent
Graphite drawing by Jacob Barosin

The World Was Silent
Graphite drawing by Jacob Barosin

About Jacob Barosin:
Jacob Barosin (1906-2001) was born Jacob Judey on 3 January 1906 to Russian Jews Hermann and Olga Judey. His
German birth certificate indicates that he was born in Berlin, but biographical statements throughout the collection
indicate he was born in Riga, Latvia (then part of Russia). He grew up in Berlin and attended the Schiller Real Gymnasium
and then the Berlin Kunst Akademie. He studied applied art and art history at the University of Berlin and earned a Ph.D.
in art history from the University of Freiburg (1930). In 1927, he married Sonia Finkel in Charlottenburg, Berlin. Sonia
was born in Tighina, Moldova, in 1904 Sensing danger, in 1933 the couple emigrated from Germany to Paris, where they
adopted the surname Barosin. Early in 1943 they were arrested and sent to the deportation camp in Gurs. They were
freed by French authorities and went into hiding until their liberation in 1944 in Paris. In 1947 they immigrated to the
United States, settling in Kew Gardens, NY in 1950 where he actively engaged in an artistic career in the United States.
(Center for Jewish History https://archives.cjh.org/repositories/5/resources/3185)

About the drawing:
Barosin was prolific in drawing, and used his talents to depict current events occurring around him. This drawing depicts
the world leaders of his time – Winston Churchill (United Kingdom), Franklin Roosevelt (United States of America) and
Josef Stalin (Russia) – reacting physically to Adolf Hitler’s brutality as the leader of the German Reich during the
Holocaust and WWII. Notice the placement of the global leaders’ hands – See No Evil, Speak No Evil and Hear No Evil is
depicted. First recorded in 1926 and now generally used sarcastically against those who, through selfishness or
cowardice, choose to ignore some wrongdoing [sic]. (Oxford Reference)

Additional Information:
Yad Vashem: https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/exhibitions/last_portrait/barosin.asp - providing additional insight into
the man as artist

Summative Performance Task - Overview for the Teacher
Constructing an Argument
At this point in the focused inquiry, students have examined two works of art from a Holocaust survivor, one painting
and one drawing. Using these two pieces of art as historical sources, students will construct a claim that the artwork
reflects the personal feelings, thinking and life circumstances of the survivors, and supports further questioning about
the artist and his life. Constructing a claim provides an opportunity for students to rigorously analyze sources and apply
information and observation from those sources. The claim may be explicit and/or implicit.
This response may take the form or forms that the teacher deems most appropriate for their students. For example, the
claim could be in the form of a detailed outline, graphic organizer, poster, essay, video, or any other creative format the
teacher and student may decide is best for constructing their claim and supporting it with evidence.
This portion of the focused inquiry addresses Dimension 3 of the C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards and
the Developing Claims and Using Evidence section. If the claim is in the form of an essay or other reflective writing or
oral presentation, it is important to examine the English Language Arts/Literacy Common Core Connections section of
Dimension 3.

Extension
Jacob Barosin was an artist who worked in many mediums of art, and worked prolifically, even into the later years of his
life. As you look at various examples of his work, pay close attention to who assisted Mr. Barosin and his wife during the
Holocaust. Trace the different changes which occurred over time, and connect your interpretation of Mr. Barosin’s
personal feelings as his life circumstances changed.
The following is a moving interview with Mr. Barosin, providing additional information into his life and art.
USHMM – Oral History: https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn512465
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