
FAMILY GROUP

Klaus Meyer
Family photograph (in memoriam 1942)
Woodcut and linocut 1982 

CONTENT AND IDEAS

What can you see in this picture? (say what you actually see)
• The picture shows the heads and shoulders of two women, a man and a young child on an oval
shape.
• This is suspended behind two rows of barbed wire, stretched between two wooden posts with
four helmet shaped silhouettes attached to them.

What do you think this picture is about?
• The artist called this work Family Photograph (in memoriam 1942)
• The oval shape is the photograph and the group is related – perhaps a grandmother, father,
mother and child.
• In memoriam implies that the family is dead.
• 1942 is the date they died, which was in the middle of World War II.
• The barbed wire fence suggests that these people are imprisoned together and probably died
in the same place.
• The silhouetted helmet shapes suggest the Nazi guards who surveilled them.

Share this background information:
Karl Meyer was a German Jew who came to England just before the Second World War in 1938.
After the war he discovered that his mother, his brother, Ulrich, and Anne-Marie, his wife, had
died in the concentration camp at Auschwitz in Poland, where almost one million Jews from all
over Europe were killed. Meyer made this woodcut as a commemoration forty years after they
died.

Activity
Think of an alternative title for this picture that describes its mood. Write a short label for it based
on your ideas about it.
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How would you describe the expressions on the faces?

• The grandmother looks straight out at the viewer with a solemn, wary expression.
• The parents look in opposite directions across one another. Their expressions are more
ambiguous. Might they be hopeful? Resigned? Cheerful? Expectant?
• By contrast, the young child has a wide smile and opens his arms out trustingly, unaware of
any danger or problems.

• What do you think the artist is communicating in this picture?
How does this picture make you feel? Is it asking you to respond in a specific way? If so,
how? How do you think the artist felt?

Activity

Ask children to write down four words that sum up how they feel about this artwork and to
compare notes. How similar or different are their lists? Discuss what this shows about what the
artist might have wanted to express.

FORM AND COMPOSITION

How is the space organised in this picture?
• The family group is in the very centre of the picture and in the centre of
the oval, as if this has been cut from an old-fashioned photograph album.
• The two vertical posts either side of the photograph confine it and the two
horizontal lines of barbed wire create a barrier between the family and the
viewer, giving a sense of imprisonment and distance.

How has the artist arranged the family?
• The oldest person (the grandmother) is at the top and back of the group.
• The parents are in the middle.
• The youngest person, the baby, is at the bottom and in the front.
• The family’s arrangement is reminiscent of the way a family tree is arranged.
• The heads of the parents lean in towards one another as if sheltering the child, but leaving
enough space for the head of the grandfather to be visible.

How has the artist suggested the relationships in the family?
• The heads of the three adults are placed close together, forming a triangle –
a strong shape suggesting togetherness and stability.
• The clothing of the adults merges together, so you cannot tell where the body of each person
begins and ends – again suggesting a closeness between them.
• The child is cut out against the dark background as if formed, but also protected, by the adults’
bodies.
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MATERIALS AND TECHNIQUES

How do you think this work of art was made?
• The faces were made by carving into lino and printing them with ink.
• The posts and barbed wire were made by carving into wood and printing on top of the lino cut.

Activity

Ask children to copy one of the faces. Encourage them to notice how the artist created the
features, details of the clothes, such as the men’s collars and tie, and light and shade with
simplified lines and shapes.

What do you notice about the textures of this picture?

• The wooden posts show very clearly the grain of wood from which they were printed.
• The rough texture of the posts provide a strong contrast with the simplified, clean-cut portraits
of the family.
• The grainy graded background of the oval helps give the portraits a feeling of age.
• The crisp, stark spikes of the barbed wire stand out strongly in front of the photograph.

Activity

Ask children to think of words to describe textures of the wood, the barbed wire and the
photograph if they were able to touch them.
Follow-up activity
Ask children to draw a picture of their own family, which shows the relationships between them.

ABOUT THE ARTIST

Klaus Meyer

Meyer was born in Berlin on September 16, 1918. His father was a doctor and his mother a painter. In the 
1930s his father was banned as a Jew from practising medicine and died, a broken man, in 1937. As the 
situation worsened for Jews in Berlin, Meyer fled to London in 1938 to join his elder brother, composer 
Ernst Meyer, and his sister. He enrolled at the Central School of Art to study graphics.

At the outbreak of the Second World War, Meyer was refused entry into the Army. In 1940 he was taken to 
a prison camp in Shropshire and later interned as an enemy alien on the Isle of Man. Here, he spent his 
time drawing portraits on pieces of wallpaper and illustrating a newsletter. After his release, he worked as a 
commercial artist on propaganda posters. In 1942 he married Celia Petszaft, a fellow refugee from Poland.

Meyer enrolled in the Slade where he studied painting and printmaking and then taught at the Kilburn 
Polytechnic in 1960s and 1970s. He was an accomplished paint and printmaker and held exhibitions with 
themes ranging from the ponds at Hampstead Heath to scenes from German and English literature.
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Works by Klaus Meyer in other collections

Tate Collection
from Superimpositions (P12447-P12454; complete)
[no title] 1987
Woodcut and linocut on paper image: 34.0 x 25.5 cm on paper, print
Presented by the artist’s family 2004
P12447

Tate Collection
from Superimpositions (P12447-P12454; complete)
[no title] 1987
Woodcut and linocut on paper image: 34.0 x 25.5 cm on paper, print
Presented by the artist’s family 2004
P12448

Examples of other works by Klaus Meyer can be viewed at the Tate on line collection:
https://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ArtistWorks?cgroupid=999999961&artistid=6872&page=1


