
Refugees are and will be of all times and all cultures 

  

My Theme 

1. Select a theme–either one from the course, MoMA Learning or MoMA.org–or 

create your own.  

2. Test it through the Theme Machine. Did it work? Why or why not? 

3. If your theme was not successful, choose another theme to test. 

4. If it was successful, describe your theme in one sentence. 

5. Now, pick an essential question or sub-theme to guide your artwork selection. 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

ad 2/ 3 Did it work to select a theme through the Theme  Machine: yes.  

Why:  

One can formulate various prompts and inquiries to highlight certain points.  To address 

issues critically. What are examples of movements of refugees? How do they varies in 

contexts? What’s the difference between a refugee and a migrant? What if you were the 

refugee?....        

 

ad 4 Describe your theme in one sentence: Refugees are and will be of all times 

and all cultures 

 750 BC. When Assyrian rulers conquered the land of ancient Israel, 10 of the 

legendary 12 tribes were expelled from these lands. 

 10th - 15th century: political refugees from several internal conflicts went to 

neighbour-countries. Armagnacs against Burgundians in France, Wars of the 

Roses in England, conflicts between Italian cities, between Spanish kingdoms et 

cetera. For example, religious refugees from the Reconquista (Moors and Jews) 

went from Northern and Central Spain to Grenade and Eastern Europe (Poland 

and Lithuania). Jews were not welcome in many countries ever since the crusades 

started. Also the economic situation was poor for farmers, many of which lost 

their land and became paupers. Whereas in Western Europe these people went 

looking for work, in Eastern Europe landowners tied their labourers to te land by 

means of serfdom  

 1685: The Huguenots risked state persecution if they practised their Protestant 

faith freely, historians estimate that around 200,000 fled their homes over the 

next 20 years, around a quarter of them coming to England and the rest settling 

in the Netherlands, Germany, especially Prussia, Switzerland, Scandinavia, and 

Russia. 

 1950: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was 

established. The convention in 1951 relating to the Status of Refugees became 

the corner stone of international law on refugees. 

 The term "boat people" came into common use in the 1970s with the mass 

exodus of Vietnamese refugees following the Vietnam War.  

 The Bosnian war of 1992-1995 forced 2.7 million more to flee. Half of Bosnia’s 

entire population were displaced. Tens of thousands were taken in by western 

nations, chief among them the US and Germany. Hundreds of thousands of Serbs 

were also displaced by the Yugoslav wars.  

 The UN estimates that today 4.7 million Iraqis have left their homes (around 1 in 

6 Iraqis), more than 2 million of whom left the country altogether. Most settled in 

neighbouring Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, living without the protection of refugee 

laws in those countries and, in the case of Syria, facing renewed violence 

degenerated into a civil war. https://infogr.am/vluchtelingen_wereldwijd8  Though 

it’s the latest chapter in history’s biggest refugee movements, it is unlikely to be 
the last 

 

 

http://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning
http://www.moma.org/learn/groups/k-12#themes
https://d396qusza40orc.cloudfront.net/mairesources2015/Module%202%20Readings/Theme%20Machine%20%281%29.pdf
https://infogr.am/vluchtelingen_wereldwijd8


ad 5. An essential question or sub-theme: How to depict a humanitarian problem 

( unvoluntary, illegal migration, refugees) in images (iconic documentary 

photo's, sculptures, performances, paintings) without clichés and adress the 

audience? 

Part Two: Select Your Artworks 

1. Choose 3-4 artworks that have not been discussed in this course to explore in 

your theme. You are encouraged to select artworks from your local museum. Be 

sure to include links or upload images with your final project. 

2. Research your artworks and write a paragraph about each that connects the work 

of art to the ideas you are exploring in your theme. Make sure to use your 

essential question or sub-theme to connect the works in your 
description. 

    Like the photo of the Migration Mother (Hungarian refugees):  

 Opinions and ideas evolve and they inform present day 

experiences.    

 Many people parallel these photo’s impact to the ones we saw 

from earlier times. Think of the slavery, the transports during 

the holocaust,...  but people left their countries for many 

reasons.  More or less unvoluntary. The photo’s do have in 

common precedents of providing contexts and different kinds 

of motivation to migrate. Because of their race, religion, nationality, membership 

of a particular social group or political opinion. 

 How does the artist adress the audience? Artists emphazise different 

emotions:  underlying is always one full of violence, fear, desire, courage, sadness 

and anxiety. And in this case the wish to see the inclusion of a humanright to a 

homeland and to protection from expulsion. 

 Slow looking questions: what do they have in common, what's different? Consider 

how / why  a particular choice of artist fits to a particular movement. The choice 

of a specific image, whether or not it is bearing a textual message, can potentially 

bear a critical opinion. Does the vision of the maker reflects in the outlines of the 

work, in details? The influence of placement of all figures in relationship to one 
another, of shapes, text, ….. The influence of environment on the phere.  

 selection of works illustrating the migration of refugees in differnt times and cultures.  

 

1. What considerations did I have while selecting my theme? 

2. What was my essential question or sub-theme? 

3. How did select my works?  

4. Some examples were are stronger than others, because…. 

5. The age group which benefit most from this theme. 

 

 

ad 1. Considerations while selecting this theme 

The presentation of (illegal) migration in the visual arts through the centuries and how 

the media deal with it today. Art provides an opportunity to show how it can tackle the 

most serious of topics. Art offers important communicative possibilities. It might be 

shocking; a pillar of a kind of wake-up call. Artists can use their artistic practise as a 
form of protest. Real issues are becoming real history.  

 The world is changing rapidly and the environment in which we live is changing 

also. The way we live, work, spare our leisure time, values…  But some questions 

are off all times. Think about issues such as: poverty and 

overconsumption;  networked society and  individualism, expansion and 

protectionism; a period of wealth to be followed by crises and destruction, religion 

and conflict, ….  

https://s3.amazonaws.com/coursera-uploads/peer-review/v9CQdBkhEeWjrA6seF25aw/a037b1d02bad978951ea3bb25315dfdc/selection-of-works-refugees.pdf


 A number of issues which are apparently still recurring overtime and probably will 

be recurring in time. Inclusive the issue of illegal migration, the shelterplaces at 

borders of countries, isolation. A people torn up by their roots. People have been 
forced to leave their countries since the very notion of a country was created.  

 

Ad 2    Essential question or / and subtheme: Refugees are of all time and all 

cultures.  

How does the artist depict a humanitarian problem (illegal. unvoluntary migration , 

refugees) in images without clichés? How does the artist adress the audience? 

 

Ad 3. Process of making the selection:  

This indirect portrayal selection originates in a moral despair: Desk research:  

 who - why - when - where - where to - how - what became of them. Several 

sources: the internet, news, collections musea (Musseum of Human Rights, 

Museum for the Slavery, ...) films, ...   

 Opinions and ideas evolve and they inform present day experiences.  Thanks to 

the technology - resources like Google images, Wikipedia, Pinterest, Flickr, You 

toube... - students will have an opportunity to grasp different points of view and 

meaning internationally. So I decided to include this kind of media also.  

 Also considered: does the work have different entrypoints, different angles to 
explore with open prompts? Is it a good starting point for engagement?   

 

ad 4.    Why are some examples stronger than others: 

The students are probably more familiar with the examples of contemtemporary time. 

They read about it in the newspapers and it’s a topic in Social Media and broadcasting 

worldwide. Perhaps they have to deal with it directly in their hometown, so they are more 

or less involved, part of it.  Some works are in a documentary sense. For example the 

shelters cannot pretend to be anything else than what they actually are. They reveal little 

or nothing about the wellbeing of their residents and yet people can read the underlaying 

meaning.  Others are more anecdotic or reveil more emotions to identify.  

 

ad 5. What age group benefits from this theme 

This theme is appropriate for many students and ages. It can be framed and enacted in a 

cross-curricular project. Contributions from the art, geography, history, and eventually 

others.  

 They can use Mapping. Pointing out on a map the habitats of the refugees and 

whereto they are leaving or how the movement develops worldwide. Maybe they 

can make an overview of it by making an Infographic with the main data. Or 

make a compillage of migrations throughout the ages. A platform (Wiki, Group-

Wordpress) allows students to share and comment; it supports a dialogue. They 

can encourage each other by doing a quiz or a poll or by making a monument for 

the refugees, design a poster prompting the issue, writing a song or poem or a 

little performance act.  

 Organize a debate about the similaraties and differences between the work of art 

or an investigation into political and social notions. One can use elements of 

movies, documentaries or parts of news time TV-items to integration and greater 

cohesion of the parts involved. Students will develop deductive and inductive 

reasoning, analyzing, abilities to look for information and presenting it to their 

peers and audience. 

 Building together more nuanced understandings, developing  broader perspectives 

and fostering ideas that are derived from the significant contributions of each 

student. As such a work of art can inspire social interaction and engage others in 

exploring important ideas and questions that resonates in society.  


