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Beyond the historical analysis of the Holocaust lie millions 
of narratives in isolation, as the collective hole (sic) began 
to return to normalcy after World War II, initial Holocaust 
Studies began to focus on the reasoning and outcomes of 
the devastating effects inflicted by the Nazi regime on Jews 
across Europe. Documentation projects established by the 
UNRRA and ORT allowed Nazi documents to be returned to 
Jews, enabling rehabilitation and repatriatism. Articulated 
narrative histories began to reclaim a community 
forever lost. These structured narratives are important 
in establishing dates and events as base “set points” of 
reference. Using these set points, researchers can track and 
comparatively analyze locations with those events and those 
who survived, with those who perished.
 Strict legal sanctions of Jews began in Germany 
after the Nuremberg Racial Laws in 1935. Jews were 
legally removed from most areas of public life. Leading 
up to Kristallnacht, ‘Night of broken glass,’ in 1938, Jews 
were allowed to practice their trade in isolation amongst 
themselves. This too applied to Jewish artists practicing 
in the Reich, Jewish artists were initially seen as political 
opponents; similar to communists, socialists, and other 
anti-Nazis. The work of prominent Jewish artists was seen as 
un-German in the sanctioned nationalist form. Jewish artists 
at the time had been heavily influenced by expressionist 
and styles associated with Bolshevism and Russian art 
communities. This style of work officially declared by the 
Nazi regime as ‘degenerate art’. Only Nazi approved works 
of art was to be supported by the regime, anything deemed 
inappropriate was declared illegal and punishable for its 
creation, as the war developed, so too the severity for Jewish 
artists. Once in power the Nazi regime was quick to condemn 
‘modern art.’ Art works depicting Jews was considered and 
deemed ‘inferior,’ ‘evil’ and ‘degenerate,’ subsequently Jews 
were banned from both art museums and art schools  
across Germany. 1

 In the concentration camp system, the creation of 
artwork was also forbidden, and if caught punishable and 
even immediate death. However, there were exceptions 
of German soldiers and SS military officers that often 
conscripted Jewish artists for work. Works deemed as 
German approved Jewish artist often had the ability to 

leverage their work, translating into special treatment 
and survival. Other artistic services were also needed in 
work camps and ghettos. Jewish councils who attended to 
the daily organization used designers and artists to create 
signage, published material, ration coupons, and in some 
instances currency. This work was not only employable but 
also conscripted as necessity by German and Nazi directors. 
This system allowed for the bargaining of materials, often 
using the left over materials for the creation of clandestine 
personal works, further documenting ghetto life, or in some 
cases advancing resistance.
 Regardless of the work created, artists of the 
Holocaust created works under extreme conditions. Sadly, 
similar to an art movement, artwork of the Holocaust would 
commonly reflect similar motifs, attitudes, and styles of 
representation with a subject matter that portrayed the daily 
horrors presented to them all. Artists in strict concentration 
camps, work camps, POW camps, and internment camps 
the prisoners were unable to rely on former values or 
perceptions. The power of physical work, pain and fear, 
and the will to survive allowed the creation of work to 
serve three functions. In Art of the Holocaust Janet Blatter 
identifies these three functions as 1. a link to ones former 
identity, 2. a mental bridge to the prospect of a future 3. a 
way to document their experience.2  For displaced persons in 
internment camps it was also a method of rehabilitation and 
service, the transcendence of creating works that would now 
extend the experience and document the process if survival 
and renewal.
 Scholars argue to the official dates of inclusion 
to consider art of the Holocaust, most place these creation 
dates between 1939-1945. I argue in the works generated in 
this study to include works of DP camps from 1945 to 1950, 
when final displacement camps were no longer needed. 
Holocaust scholar Janet Blatter states the historic conditions 
of the Holocaust directly affected the works generated 
in terms of acquiring materials, creative intentions, and 
subject matter.3  While I do not disagree, I feel the inclusion 
of artwork generated in DP camps follows her framework, 
and more importantly mirrors the conditions and attitudes 
as a continuation of internment. While the direct conditions 
may be more lenient, the camp lifestyle still embedded in 
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many displaced Jews. In the book Art of the Holocaust, Janet 
Blatter favorably argues that highly artistic creations and 
historical documents reflect their subject matter, what the 
artists reveal about themselves, as well as the conditions 
under which they worked.4  Some critics still argue the 
‘documentary validity’ of highly subjective artistic works, 
citing the potential of emotional and stylistic distortion. Here 
again I make the argument in favor of these three designers 
and artists in this collection. The Friedler Collection, Peter 
Prosaw, and Max Appelbaum use artistic methodology 
in the creation and editing of these albums creating a 
prescribed narrative that illuminates their experience, after 
the war in mental and physical rehabilitation. The work of 
Max Appelbaum directly reflects his isolated experience in 
southern France.
 The three albums reflect a widened range of current 
European art influences leading up to the war. The Freidler 
Collection contains volkish (of the people), attitudes in the 
representation of camp activities outside the Holocaust 
experience. There is a contrast of elements between hand 
rendered typography, photographic placement, and 
inclusion of contemporary symbols of the ‘Motoring School.’ 
Peter Prosaw’s lightly articulate and stylized rendering 
identifies his previous education. His work echoes Bauhaus, 
Avant-garde, and Russian Constructivists design themes 
supported by the previous Weimar Republic and all of 
Europe. The illustrations of Max Appelbaum reflect abstract 
and expressionist themes favored in his homeland of the 
Netherlands. At his juvenile age one might identify his work 
as naïve, hover his renderings and creation of the initial 
map, graphically represent Dutch geometric constructed 
abstraction.
 Jewish artists in concentration and internment 
camps had the most difficulty in both obtaining materials 
and the prospect of their creations making it beyond 
camp perimeters. Similar to transit camps during the 
war, DP camps were far more lenient and even fostered 
the creation of rehabilitative artwork. In refugee camps 
similar to Toulouse, international relief agencies such as 
the international red cross, JDC, and UGIF among other 
non-Jewish support agencies were able to send art materials. 
In refugee camps and some concentration camps during 

the war, regulations allowed support and supplemental 
packages, even mail was exchanged. Refugee and transit 
camps allowed the interaction of prisoners allowing 
materials and artists the ability to share their works and 
generate portraits of fellow inmates. These advantages all 
created a positive attitude for the creation of art. The tighter 
the restriction, such as death camps, there exists no forms 
of remaining art work; there simply was not enough time, 
as the circumstances were unworldly. In the refugee camp 
in Toulouse, young Max would have the ability with Dutch, 
Belgian, and French relief organizations to get art materials 
such as paint and paper for his album. The unknown 
French artist of the Friedler album and Mr. Prosaw had the 
greatest availability—food rations would have been harder 
to come by. Art material were supplied to the entirety of 
the camp, they were meant to be shared and encouraged as 
entertainment and rehabilitative activities to pass the time, 
as well as materials for the educational workshops supported 
by the UNRRA and ORT. The situation in the DP camps in 
Berlin and Austria, as well as the openness of the refugee 
camp in Toulouse ensured the works to survive and directly 
correlates between the medium, brilliance of color, and 
materials of use for these rare and precious documents and 
expressions of internment.
 Janet Blatter accounts for the need for artists to 
create during such a horrific and life threatening situation. 
A complete audit of Holocaust material would indicate 
that art of the Holocaust was extremely varied. The variety 
represents when and where works were created. To quote 
Janet Blatter in Art of the Holocaust, “The Holocaust did 
not nurture any particular style because, in the very act 
of creating, the artists were refusing to acknowledge its 
terrible power.”5  Blatter’s research continues and states that, 
post-war works of art more closely resemble stereotypes of 
war, offering grotesque exaggeration drawn from dramatic 
memory. She also states that artists needed to put a distance 
between themselves and their circumstances. Peter Prosaw, 
and Max Appelbaum each have an essence of detachment, 
but each uses the language of design, their artistic medium, 
to chronicle events of place as they interpret it. The 
iconography of each of these albums denies us the typical 
war imagery or stereotypes of the war.

4 Blatter, 22 
5 Ibid., 34.



21 	 | 	 GRAPH IC EXPRESSION OF I NTERNMENT

photo albums of the ushmm collection

 With the exception that we know the dates, places, 
and artists responsible for their creations these works 
offer us very little that they were victims of the Holocaust. 
The artists capture these places in their glory and seldom 
depict their awareness of the horrors behind the scenes. 
These artists drew their personal testimony of their direct 
circumstances, offering little reflective commentary or 
editorial commentary of their past situations; instead care 
to iterate the daily events, large and small. The Friedler 
Collection gives no visual detail to the displacement of their 
fellow Jews. Only scant symbols gesture the past effects of 
the Nazis. The unknown artist includes a likeness of the Star 
of David armband on a yellow field that Jews had previously 
been required to wear. Peter Prosaw organizes each page 
according to offices and events. Only one mentioning, “A 
Jew meets in Berlin an SS man, the murder of his family.” Max 
Appelbaum also depicts a singular tank; only his direct 
reference and label suggest it is the size of the women also 
portrayed on the page. There is sardonic humor, or dead pan 
plainness that shows their horror with a slightness of humor, 
this ultimately shows acts of defiance and resistance to their 
experience inflicted upon them. Miriam Novitch, Director of 
the holocaust museum at kibbutz lochanei haghettabt 
in Israel refers to all Holocaust art as “Spiritual resistance.” 
Artists recorded what they saw for posterity, so that future 
generations would know what happened.6

 The survival of Holocaust works of art is a complex 
study of provenance. Many works were hidden in remote 
locations; inside walls, buried in containers, left with 
neighbors, or smuggled out by relief efforts. Both the Friedler 
album and Prosaw album do not need to suffer this fate. 
Both albums were equally created after Liberation before 
immigration; they had all the advantages of time, which 
many internment works of art did not. They still serve a vital 
record of DP camps and the obstacles they had to overcome. 
 The uniqueness of the Peckham album is attributed 
to its early date of 1942. Up to this point camps operated 
by the French Vichy government offered a comparatively 
lenient  atmosphere. Other objects from the similar area 
in southern France were presented to rescue workers from 
internationally funded organizations which allowed them 
to operate there. These agencies also supplied paper, paints, 

pencils, and other materials. Artists in turn supplied aid 
workers with works of art in trade. In Art of the Holocaust, 
Sybil Milton states in her section titled “The legacy of 
Holocaust Art,” that “ local contacts, gifts, chance, and bribery 
saved the art of the Vichy camps from 1939-1942; almost 
nothing survived from the period after July 1942, when mass 
deportations to the east commenced.”7 This information 
suggests the history that directly followed the circumstances 
presented to Max Appelbaum dated 1942. The oral history 
provides us with information reinforcing by Max’s 
illustration. The camp director Jacob Huisman for whom the 
album is created, and his wife Judith along with their son 
Michele, were able to immigrate to Toronto Canada in April 
of 1942. This example indicates the importance of blending 
multiple Holocaust resources; the first being the artifact, and 
the second the oral history produced by the donor’s uncle 
who survived with his parents. Had the family Huisman 
stayed much longer in France, they and the collection 
may have been lost. The oral history continues where Max 
Applebaum’s artwork left off. Through this testimony do we 
learn that Max and his parents also pictured in the album 
survived. Without much detail, Max returned to Holland 
after the war—this is left for another story. The process of 
events and the study of design artifacts, along with artistic 
expression can shed meaningful light upon subsequent 
stories of survival, or question the results of all the other 
families in the photographs of this album.

6 Blatter, 30. 
7 Milton, 38.


