
	  

Students	  Question	  Students	  
The	  Human	  Experience	  

Witness	  to	  War	  
Critical thinking questions authored by students to challenge fellow students to 

thoughtfully engage with the artwork presented in the exhibition. 
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Robert	  Capa’s	  Parachute	  

Documenting World War II through photography was without a doubt a challenging 
endeavor due to the horrific nature of war itself. During the war, censors existed to decide 
which photographs would be suitable for the public’s viewing. The government compiled all 
images depicting horrifically wounded or dead soldiers and placed them within a 
confidential Pentagon file. The majority of these images were not even released until years 
after the war had ended. Look closely at Robert Capa’s Parachute. Why do you think this 
image would have been censored? What type of emotional response does it evoke that would 
have made the government hide it from Americans? Do you think the government 
brainwashed people into believing that the war atrocities were minimal or do you believe 
that the public should have been subjected to the reality through these images?  
	  

Tumultuous times call for some sort of 
distraction. This was especially true during 
World War II when the nation’s morale needed 
a boost. Bill Mauldin documented the war in a 
visual manner through his cartoon series Willie 
and Joe. They represented the soldiers on the 
front line and their daily struggles. Willie and 
Joe were illustrated in a very realistic manner, 
revealing their disheveled appearance. Do you 
think Mauldin accurately projected the image 
of the American soldier to the public? How 
could these cartoons elicit any comfort for the 
wives of the soldiers back at home? In what 
ways can these cartoons even be seen as 
humorous? 
	  

There are two newspapers beside each other informing the public of the deaths of 
two major leaders from the war; Franklin D. Roosevelt and Adolf Hitler. How do the two 
separate announcements differ and how are they similar? Note the generalized information 
of Hitler’s death compared to the detailed information for FDR’s.  
	  
	   As you walk through the exhibition what do you gather about the role of women in 
WWII. For example, what do posters such as the famous Rosie the Riveter convey? What 
other trends do you notice? 



	   

Wesley	  Heyman,	  Because	  
Somebody	  Talked!,	  	  

In the museum there is a case with artifacts and pieces of a German uniform. It was 
very common for soldiers to take pieces of uniforms and personal belongings off fallen enemy 
soldiers to bring or send home after the war as tokens or trophies from the war. Things like 
helmets, belt buckles, and even dog tags would be taken. How could the removal of personal 
items from fallen soldiers affect the ability to identify their bodies and notify the families, and 
what are the ethics behind showcasing such artifacts? 

The United States' Nurse Army Nurse Corps had its origins in the Civil War and since 
then experienced growth in the number of nurses and their positions on the battlefield. In 
World War II, thousands of nurses were sent to the front lines in both the European and Pacific 
theaters of war. They were deeply involved in both the treatment and aftercare for soldiers. 
How does the artist, Peter Sanfilippo, view the nurses in his painting Nursing Corps? Does the 
presence of the nurses act as an encouragement to soldiers? How and why do you think the 
presence of the nurses improved soldiers morale while abroad? 

In Nursing Corps, the uniforms of the nurses fall to the knees, which are noticeably 
shorter than the uniforms of nurses in World War I. Do you think this change in skirt length 
reflects the similar changes in womenswear in the decades between the first and second world 
wars? Would you consider this uniform a mark of progression or an impracticality on the 
battlefield?	  

This exhibition focuses on humanizing the lives 
of the soldiers, nurses, victims, and others involved in 
World War II. When learning about the history of a war, 
we are rarely taught about the individuals’ lives. 
However, in this exhibition we are presented with 
letters, notebooks, photographs of pin-ups, articles of 
clothing, and other personal objects that help us 
understand that real people were actually involved in 
these events—not just anonymous, generic figures of 
history. What pieces in this exhibit struck you as the 
most “human” pieces? Why did these pieces convey this 
quality so strongly? 
	  

There are many World War II propaganda posters 
using the appeal of empathy and compassion. Wesley 
Heyman’s ...Because Somebody Talked! poster, for 
example, presents us with an image of a forlorn cocker 
spaniel sitting in front of a gold-service star with a U.S. 
Navy Seal’s uniform underneath him. This poster 
directly addresses the consequences of revealing war 
information without being graphic or literal. Why were 
posters like Heyman’s so effective during World War II? 
Do you think American realist-style propaganda posters 
would garner as much success in a modern setting?  
	  

	  


