Strife Journal, Issue 2 Michaelmas Term 2013 (December 2013)
Editors:
Pablo de Orellana
pablo.de_orellana@kcl.ac.uk
Alister Wedderburn
aliwedderburn@gmail.com
Assistant editor:
Nikolai Gourof
nikolaos.gourof@kcl.ac.uk
Subeditor
Claire Gilbert
claire.gilbert@kcl.ac.uk
Editorial Assistants
Tally de Orellana

CC License, The Editors of Strife, www.strifeblog.org
ISSN 2052 3882 (02)
Pablo de Orellana and Alister Wedderburn
Department of War Studies
King’s College London
Strand, London, WC2R 2LS

This publication is FREE and distributed under an Attribution Non-Commercial Creative Commons License
(CC). You may redistribute, with attribution to this original publication, for non-commercial purposes only.
Cite as Strife Journal, Michaelmas Term 2013.
This publication has been edited with Open-source software OpenOffice and Gimp. The Liberation Serif
font is GNU License.
This publication is indebted to Dr. Christine Cheng, Prof. Vivienne Jabri, Dr. Oisín Tansey, Prof. Mats
Berdal and Dr. Kieran Mitton. We thank them for their enthusiastic support for this project and for donating
the funds that have made this publication possible.

Cover page: Mickey Au Camp de Gurs, 1942. Held at the Centre de Documentation Juive Contamporaine,
Paris.

4

Strife Journal, Issue 2 Michaelmas Term 2013 (December 2013)

what one has ‘seen or known’ is impossible?5

A
Different
Approach:
Comic-Book
Representations of the Holocaust
Alister Wedderburn

In this essay I will explore one way – namely
the comic strip – in which visual artists have
attempted to bear witness to the Holocaust, both
during and after the event. In Levi’s wake, it is
tempting to see visual representation as an
alternative way of testifying to the experience
of the genocide without recourse to an
insufficient verbal language. However, as we
shall see, such representation has its own limits
and insufficiencies, is often aware of them, and
frequently integrates written description or
narration into its presentation.

‘Then for the first time we became aware
that our language lacks words to express
this offence1’
Primo Levi, If This is a Man (1947)
Primo Levi’s experiences during his eleven
months in Monowitz were, he believed, of too
great a magnitude to be articulated using
conventional language.2 This generates a
paradoxical tension between the compulsion to
bear witness and the impossibility of doing so
within which Levi himself sat at the centre, a
writer attempting to do precisely that.

There is a common train of thought which
suggests that artistically representing an event
like the Holocaust at all is at best a folly and at
worst an unethical trivialisation and insult.
Theodor Adorno,6 Beryl Lang7 and Sidra
DeKoven Ezrahi8 have all made this argument
to varying extents, and it is also visible within a
more popular discourse in the controversy
surrounding Roberto Begnini’s 1997 comic film
La Vita è Bella.9 Yet these claims frequently fail
to acknowledge that many men and women
caught up in the genocide themselves felt an
obligation, an ‘overwhelming desire’, in the
words of Terezin and Auschwitz survivor and

The importance or even necessity of bearing
witness to events of enormity is of course not
solely felt by survivors of the European death
camps.3 Nevertheless, it is an impulse explicitly
recognised and even legislated within Jewish
culture by the Torah:
And if any one sin, in that he heareth the
voice of adjuration, he being a witness,
whether he hath seen or known, if he do
not utter it, then he shall bear his iniquity.4
Would-be witnesses to the Shoah are thus
caught within Levi’s paradox – how can one
fulfil the obligation of testimony if ‘uttering’
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Primo Levi, If This is a Man/The Truce (London:
Abacus 1991), p. 21.
‘If the Lagers had lasted longer, a new harsh language
would have to have been born’. Ibid., p. 144.
See, for example, trench poetry of the First World War
or – in a visual arts context, - Jacques Callot’s Les
Grandes Misères de la Guerre (1633) and Francisco
Goya’s Los Desastres de la Guerra (c. 1810-20).
Leviticus 5:1, The Hebrew Bible in English
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1917). In a
more modern context, see also Elie Wiesel’s statement
that ‘I have written them [my stories] in order to testify.
My role is the role of the witness…Not to tell, or to tell
another story, is…to commit perjury’, quoted in M.
Levine, The Belated Witness: Literature, Testimony and
the Question of Holocaust Survival (Stanford: Stanford
University Press 2006), p. 4.
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This is a tension recognised throughout discourse
surrounding Holocaust testimony, for example in T.
Tresize, ‘Unspeakable’, The Yale Journal of Criticism,
Vol. 14, No. 1, pp. 39-66.
‘Genocide, when it is made into a cultural
possession…makes it easier to continue playing with
the culture that gave it birth’, Quoted in Ziva AmishaiMaisels, ‘Art Confronts the Holocaust’, in M. BohmDuchen (ed.) in After Auschwitz: Responses To The
Holocaust In Contemporary Art (Sunderland: Northern
Centre For Contemporary Art, 1995), p. 49.
‘Certain limits based on a combination of historical and
ethical constraints impinge on representations or
images of the Holocaust’. Berel Lang, Holocaust
Representation: Art Within the Limits of History and
Ethics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2000), p. ix.
‘To relate ‘art’ to the Holocaust is frivolous, heartless,
aesthetically stupid… the extremes of human
experience can hardly be contained within the delicate
frames of art’. Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, By Words Alone
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1980), p. x-2.
As outlined in Maurizio Viano, ‘Life is Beautiful:
Reception, Allegory and Holocaust Laughter’, in
Jewish Social Studies 5:3, pp. 47-66.

limits.’’13 Both Wiesel and Friedländer, despite
their differing views on the Holocaust’s place in
history, agree that representing it pictorially – as
Levi argued in relation to language – requires ‘a
different
approach’,
a
rethinking
of
conventional representational techniques.

artist Alfred Kantor, to visually record the
nature of the events they were living through; to
‘put down every detail of this unfathomable
place’.10 For these artists, visual representation
was a crucial act of witness, a vital response to
the Lager. To pronounce their artistic endeavour
trivial by comparison to the scale of the event is
impossible when that endeavour is bound up
with and inextricable from direct involvement.
Declaring such images frivolous would be to do
the same with the artists’ experience of the
genocide itself.

The comic strip, of course, has its own
traditions and idiom even in relation to war and
atrocity. It is possible, for example, to see
Jacques Callot’s Les Grandes Misères de la
Guerre (1633) and Francisco Goya’s Los
Desastres de la Guerra (c.1810-20) as
precursors of the comic strip: combinations of
image and text in a series of panels that were
printed in order, as a set and conceptually
designed so as to present a consistent whole.
One imagines such works display the sort of
rigour and ‘special sensibility’ which Wiesel
argues is essential to any representational
project involving the Holocaust. However, the
comic strips I will examine succeed in
achieving a different approach precisely
because they ignore this tradition. Instead these
strips place themselves within the context of the
twentieth century commercial cartoon, alert to
the lack of representational accuracy that such
categorisation implies, and indeed selfconsciously embracing it. I will argue that any
success they have in representing the Holocaust
is not in spite of this lack of concern for artistic
realism, but because of it.

Nevertheless, this is not to say that artistically
representing the Holocaust is unproblematic. If
we take the commonplace – if dogmatic – view
that the Final Solution is an event without
analogy in human history,11 then in relation to
artistic representation it seems fair to side with
Elie Wiesel when he says that:
…it imposes certain limits. There are
techniques that one may not use, even if
they are commercially effective. In order
not to betray the dead and humiliate the
living, this particular subject demands a
special sensibility, a different approach,
a rigour, strengthened by respect and
reverence, above all faithfulness to
memory.12
Even if we deny this singularity and declare
with Saul Friedländer that ‘the extermination of
the Jews of Europe is accessible to both
representation and interpretation as any other
historical event’, it remains difficult to deny his
subsequent caveat that ‘we are dealing with an
event which tests our traditional, conceptual and
representational categories, an ‘event at the

Mickey au Camp de Gurs: Publié Sans
Authorisation de Walt Disney (1942) is an
example of such a work. It is one of three extant
captioned comic strips drawn by Horst
Rosenthal, an inmate of French internment
camp Gurs who was later to die in Auschwitz.
Rosenthal’s as yet unpublished14 strips describe
13

Saud Friedländer (ed.), Probing The Limits of
Representation: Nazism and the ‘Final Solution’
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 2.
14
The strips are held in Paris, in the library of Le Centre
de Documentation Juive Contemporaine. I have been
unable to look at the works themselves for this essay,
but the strips are available in piecemeal form in several
essays, journals and books, in particular Rosenberg
(2002), from which all images in this essay have been
taken. By compiling together the images from this
article and from Baskind, S. and Omer-Sherman, R.

10

Alfred Kantor, The Book of Alfred Kantor, (London:
Piatkus, 1971), pages not numbered.
11
For example Alice L. Eckardt and A. Roy Eckardt,
‘The Holocaust and the Enigma of Uniqueness: A
Philosophical Attempt at Practical Clarification’,
Annals of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 450, pp. 165-178.
12
Elie Wiesel, From the Kingdom of Memory (New York:
Summit, 1990), p. 168.
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the nature of the camp’s routine and some of its
characters in a light and breezy manner, with a
black sense of humour and irony veiling a
fiercely condemnatory message. Rosenthal’s
other two surviving strips, La Journée d’un
Hébergé: Camp de Gurs 1942, and Petit Guide
à Travers le Camp de Gurs 1942, portray the
camp from the point of view of an anonymous
hébergé or resident, but is unique and arresting
by virtue of having as its protagonist Walt
Disney’s Mickey Mouse.

head bizarrely replaced with a white ball like
the head of a cotton plant. In a third, Mickey
squints in disapproval at his bread ration
through a magnifying glass.

Figure 2: Horst Rosenthal: Mickey Au Camp De Gurs (1942),
panel 4

Yet Mickey’s presence in the camp, though
surreal – and funny – is by no means crass or
thoughtless. In contrast to Rosenthal’s other two
strips, Mickey as the central character is not a
prisoner or resident, but rather an outsider. He is
not angered or horrified by what he encounters
but baffled. He is able to approach the camp
with a childlike naivety, possessing no
knowledge of its true nature. In his dialogue
with the clerk (Fig. 3) he is asked about his
ethnicity. The text reads:

Figure 1: Mickey Au Camp De Gurs (1942), front cover

Mickey’s presence ironically acknowledges and
challenges the supposed frivolity of the comics
medium Rosenthal is working with. On the
cover Mickey’s smiling face is imposed upon a
barrack hut, later described in the strip as a ‘dog
kennel’,15 situated inside an electric fence; a
bathetic juxtaposition of imprisonment and
suffering with a child’s cartoon that appears
brashly inappropriate.

—Are you a Jew?
—What?
—I asked if you were a Jew!!
Shamefully, I professed my complete
ignorance on the subject.

In the twelve panels that follow, Mickey
explores the camp, its routines and its
characters, many of whom are presented with a
sense of both humour and absurdity. In one
panel, the camp clerk is engulfed by his
paperwork, his head poking ludicrously out of
the top of the huge stack of sheets, whilst in
another ‘Volcano Man’, the fattest man in the
camp, walks about in a suit smoking a cigar, his

In the accompanying picture, Mickey gazes up
at the clerk, wide-eyed and with a question
mark in a speech bubble above his head,
understanding neither the content nor the
context of the question.
It is Mickey’s outsider status that generates
much of the strip’s humour, but it also
represents an extraordinary sense of detachment
on Rosenthal’s part that is a singular exception
to much camp inmate artwork. The drawings
and paintings of prisoner-artists such as Alfred
Kantor, Mieczylaw Koscielniak, Waldemar
Nowakowski or August Favier are documents

(eds.), The Jewish Graphic Novel (New Jersey: Rutgers
University Press, 2008), one is able to patch together
the strips in their entirety.
15
Rosenthal (1942), panel 4 (visible at
http://www1.yadvashem.org/yv/en/holocaust/resource_
center/item.asp?GATE=Z&list_type=224&type_id=7&total=N).
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of witness, aiming to be faithful to ‘every
detail’16 of the internal reality of the camps,
drawn as though from the viewpoint of the
artist’s eye.

can always come and look for me in the
land of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity
(I’m talking about America!)
Mickey has become aware of the moral
bankruptcy of the camps and their
incompatibility with the liberal French
revolutionary ideals supposedly at the
foundation of the society he is within. However,
he is also aware of his existence as a fictional
artistic and literary device. Although he may be
inside the camp he is not trapped inside the wire
as the real inmates are. Therefore he is able to
pursue the ideals that have died in the ‘dog
kennels’ of Gurs, and leave for greener pastures
where such standards endure.

Figure 3: Horst Rosenthal: Mickey Au Camp De Gurs
(1942), panel 6

Rosenthal, in contrast, detaches his art from his
own perspective and thereby excuses himself
from the role of witness, a role instead given by
proxy to Mickey. This has two effects: firstly, to
establish Mickey as a tabula rasa upon which
an impartial impression of Gurs can be
imposed, and secondly to highlight the
unfathomability of the camp system and its
incomprehensible detachment from humanity –
an effect intensified by Mickey’s own inhuman
anthropomorphism.

Figure 4: Horst Rosenthal: Mickey Au Camp De Gurs
(1942), final panel

Rosenthal’s representational liberties may
counter the ‘reverence’ that Wiesel sees as
essential to any artistic project concerning the
Holocaust. However, here we see that it is
precisely the disparity between Rosenthal’s
fantastic representation and the reality of the
camp that creates the intended effect. Mickey is
able to leave; Rosenthal himself is not. The
dream-bubble in the final panel, in which sit the
American skyscrapers that represent liberty, is
ostensibly Mickey’s but it may as well be the
artist’s. Mickey au Camp de Gurs is in some
ways a witness to the Holocaust but it is also an
attempt at an escape from it. The implied
corollary of Mickey’s freedom is the lack of
freedom endured by the real camp inmates; the
flipside of his self-aware non-existence outside
the frame of the comic strip the very real,
continued existence of Gurs itself.

We might assume that works such as Mickey au
Camp de Gurs, are precisely the sort of
representational technique Wiesel is arguing
should be prohibited, as it disregards
‘reverence’ and ‘faithfulness to memory’ by
virtue of its wit and surrealism. Yet, while the
appearance of the strip may sit uncomfortably
with
established
ideas
of
Holocaust
representation, its effect is one of extraordinary
pathos and tragedy equivalent to that of any
prisoner artwork. The final panel is one of
judgement, in which Mickey realises that,
whatever Gurs may be, it does not suit him:
Therefore, since I am nothing more than
a cartoon, I removed myself with a stroke
of the eraser. And hey presto! The police
16

Kantor, The Book of Alfred Kantor, pages not
numbered.
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satirises the success of the dehumanisation
project, assuming Nazi techniques of
representation but coating them with a barbed
irony. Here Mickey is not a greasy, clawed rat
but rather a blithe flâneur.
Art Spiegelman’s Maus: A Survivor’s Tale is
another comic strip that departs from
representational realism to depict the Holocaust,
and like Mickey au Camp de Gurs it represents
its central characters as mice. However, unlike
Rosenthal, Spiegelman was never himself an
inmate in the European camps. He was born in
1948 to two Polish survivors of Auschwitz,
Vladek and Anja, whose first child Richieu had
died in Hungary in 1943.
Maus: A Survivor’s Tale represents his attempt
to tell his parents’ stories, but their 1940s
narrative is interspersed with an account of Art
himself attempting to extract the story from
Vladek in the 1970s. In both narratives the
characters are given hybrid anthropomorphic
identities based upon race – Jews are drawn
with the heads of mice, Germans with the heads
of cats, Poles with the heads of pigs and
Americans with the heads of dogs. This is a
device that mirrors Rosenthal in ironically
adopting Nazi characterisation for the purposes
of reflecting the ‘dehumanisation… at the very
heart of the killing project’.18 Spiegelman
boldly extends the metaphor to include the
Germans themselves, creating a ‘food chain’19
between the German cats and the Jewish mice
that echoes the predatory experience of Anja
and Vladek in Poland as they are, after all,
being hunted. However, figure 620 shows a
scene within in which Spiegelman selfreflexively addresses his anxiety about
representing his parents’ experiences, declaring
the impossibility of doing so: ‘Reality is too
complex for comics’.

Figure 5: Philipp Rupprecht: cartoon for occupied
Denmark, 1940s (caption: ‘RATS: Destroy them!’)

The precise reasons for Rosenthal’s decision to
use Mickey Mouse as the protagonist of his tale
are unknown. However, it resonates with the
common use of anthropomorphic rodents to
represent Jews, not only by Jews themselves but
also by their persecutors. Franz Kafka’s short
story Josephine The Singer, Or The Mouse-Folk
(1924) is one such example from within the
Jewish canon, whilst German cartoonist Philipp
Rupprecht (better known by his pen-name
‘Fips’) drew verminous caricatures of Jews for
the Nazi Tabloid Der Stürmer in the 1930s and
1940s17 (fig. 5). Within cinema, Nazi
propaganda film Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal
Jew, 1940) intersperses shots of Jews in Polish
ghettos with swarming rats. Rosenthal’s
appropriation of this trope acknowledges and
17

18

Picture taken from Art Spiegelman, ‘Why Mice?’ in
New York Review of Books, (20 October 2011),
available at
http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2011/oct/20/w
hy-mice/.

Art Spiegelman, MetaMaus (London: Viking, 2011), p.
115.
19
Ibid., p. 129.
20
Art Spiegelman, The Complete Maus (London:
Penguin, 2003), p. 176.
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finally appear in 1986 and 1991 illustrate a
development in Spiegelman’s approach of
representing the Holocaust.

Figure 6: Extract from The Complete Maus, p. 176

The mouse mask is thus a way of both escaping
from and entering into Vladek and Anja’s
experiences. Escape because it allows
Spiegelman to depersonalise his parents and the
genocide they survived, and entry in providing
a way to visualise the historical events without
concern for an inaccessible and impossible
aesthetic verisimilitude:
Paradoxically, while the mice allowed
for a distancing from the horrors
described, they simultaneously allowed
me and others to get further inside the
material in a way that would have been
difficult
with
more
realistic
representation,
where
one
could
constantly question my choices. ‘Is that
what that guy looked like?’ and you
know, I actually have no idea.21

Figure 7: Art Spiegelman: fisrst page of Maus (1972), in
MetaMaus, p. 105

The first panel of the strip shows tired, haggard
mice staring out of the page from behind barbed
wire. It is an image that bears an uncanny
similarity
to
Margaret
Bourke-White’s
photographs of prisoners at Buchenwald upon
the camp’s liberation in 1945.23 Spiegelman
even goes so far as to tinge the panel with sepia
like an old photograph.

Maus: A Survivor’s Tale was published in two
instalments with the first in 1986 and the
second in 1991. However, the process of
research, retrieval, compilation and creation
was one which occupied Spiegelman for almost
two decades, and though he commenced work
on Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, as it eventually
appeared in 1978, an early attempt to address
similar issues had appeared in a short, threepage strip, called simply Maus, in 1972.22 The
differences between this strip and what would
21
22

Within the context of Maus this obvious
reference suggests that, in the early stages of the
development of the representational strategy of
his strip, Spiegelman was unable to detach his
vision of the Holocaust from the images that
preceded him. Despite the presence of the mice,

Spiegelman, MetaMaus, p. 149.
This can be found in Robert Crumb (ed.), Funny
Aminals [sic] (San Francisco: Apex Novelties, 1972);
reprinted in Spiegelman, MetaMaus, pp. 105-107.

23
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http://www.masters-of-photography.com/B/bourkewhite/b-w_buchenwald_full.html.
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this panel is not a wholly personal response but
rather one filtered through a mediating well of
first-hand images that provide a vicarious
visualisation of camp imprisonment.

his paintings, saying he doesn’t have time
to make it pretty. He has to cut to the
bone… I think it’s those animal masks
that allowed me to approach otherwise
unsayable things.24
Spiegelman is talking about others’ Holocaust
strips, but his words also apply to his own early
effort – didactic, sentimental, slickly drawn.
The closest to an equivalent panel in A
Survivor’s Tale is the title panel to the chapter
‘Mauschwitz’:25

Figure 8: Margaret Bourke-White: Buchenwald, 1945

The mice in the Maus of 1972 also differ
representationally from the mice that populate
the final 1986 and 1991 versions of the strip.
Most obviously, their faces have wide eyes and
visible mouths as opposed to dots for eyes and
no mouth at all. The 1972 mice are expressive,
individualised, capable of expressing visible
emotion and thus essentially human, defeating
the purpose of the mouse metaphor by failing to
sufficiently dehumanise the characters they
represent. However, the mouse heads in the
final work are blank, neutral, reductive masks
that conceal the true individualising face of the
human beings beneath. The 1972 mice therefore
reveal too much, an effect heightened by the
clinical drawing style. As a result the drawings
contain an unsustainable level of detail that
precludes the reader or viewer from playing an
active interpretive role. This was not
Spiegelman’s aim:

Figure 9: Detail from The Complete Maus, p.169

The clean lines and wide, syrupy eyes of the
1972 panel have gone. Here, Spiegelman is not
reproducing a photograph. This is instead a line
drawing, reminiscent of the work of Auschwitz
artist Mieczylaw Koscielniak, and a far less
prescriptive image than its 1972 equivalent. The
mouse is unidentifiable save for his number and
inscrutable except for the bag under his dot-eye
signified by a single line. The reader/viewer
must fill in the blanks and contextualise the
‘Mauschwitz’ joke, taking an active role in the

Some of these projects [other graphic
novels concerned with the Holocaust]
strike me as if they were trying to set my
[1986/1991] work right by smoothing
down the rough edges, by making a more
didactic, more sentimental, more slickly
drawn Holocaust comic book. It reminds
me of a quote by Picasso talking about

24
25
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Spiegelman, MetaMaus, p. 127.
Spiegelman, The Complete Maus, p. 169.

surrounding Danish cartoons of Mohammed.26
In it a striped inmate laughs wildly as he walks
in a hunched column past piles of corpses
towards the gas chambers. The caption reads:
‘Ha ha ha! What’s really hilarious is that none
of this is actually happening!’

representative issues at play.

Figure 10: Art Spiegelman: Entry to anti-Semitic
International Holocaust Cartoon Contest. Art Spiegelman,
‘Drawing Blood: Outrageous Cartoons and the Art of
Outrage’.

Figure 11: Detail from The Complete Maus, p. 230

This is the bind that artists aiming to represent
the Holocaust find themselves in: to aim for
realism and/or perfect historical accuracy is to
inevitably fall short, but to pursue an alternative
path, regardless of intent, is to risk opprobrium
or anger.27 Indeed, Spiegelman’s project caused
offence to some Jewish groups due to its
depiction of mice,28 and he even tells a story of
a historian disputing the accuracy of his
illustration of the Auschwitz latrines.29

At the heart of questions concerning artistic
representation of the Holocaust are further
concerning representation more generally. Art,
as the word suggests, is by its very nature
artifice: a refraction of reality that will
inevitably fall short of true representation,
regardless of subject. This is a self-evidence
that has troubled aesthetic enquiry since Plato’s
The Republic, but representation of an event
like the Holocaust adds a supplementary
problem by virtue of the ethical and political
issues that arise if that representation is seen to
be inappropriate or inaccurate.

26

The cartoon can be found in Art Spiegelman, ‘Drawing
Blood: Outrageous Cartoons and the Art of Outrage’,
Harper’s Magazine (June 2006), p. 52.
27
‘[T]he event becomes so historically sacred that
recreating it…can be psychologically perceived as
hubris’. Robert J. Lifton, Death in Life: Survivors of
Hiroshima (London: University of North Carolina
Press, 1991), p. 473. There are also numerous
successful comic strips concerned with the Japanese
nuclear devastations of 1945, such as Keiji Nakazawa’s
Barefoot Gen series.
28
Spiegelman, MetaMaus, p. 99.
29
Ibid., p. 58. The scene in question is on page 227 of
Spiegelman, The Complete Maus.

Spiegelman himself caustically recognised the
matter of historical inaccuracy by submitting an
entry to the 2006 International Holocaust
Cartoon Contest held by Iranian newspaper
Hamashahri in the wake of the controversy

14
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create an imagined representational vessel for
the historical truth they seek to convey. The
cold instruction manual-like diagrams that
pepper Maus provide a flash of representational
objectivity to remind the reader/viewer of the
cold reality of the event.

The comic strip, as an artistic medium
traditionally unconcerned with questions of
realism through its reductive use of caricature
and cartoon, offers a path out of this conflict: ‘a
quest for ersatz verisimilitude might have
pulled me further away from essential actuality
as I tried to reconstruct it’.30 Though historical
accuracy clearly remains important to
Spiegelman – witness for example his
architectural diagrams of the crematoria (Fig.
11)31 – he is aware of the impossibility of
absolute exactitude. He makes this point in a
dialogue between Art and Vladek (Fig. 12).32

It is here that we see how both Mickey au Camp
de Gurs and Maus: A Survivor’s Tale can be
seen to represent a potential ‘different approach’
to representing the Holocaust. Symbol and
metaphor replace a futile struggle for realism,
and the reader/viewer is deliberately left with an
active role to play in establishing the
relationship of the image to the event.33 Perhaps
this is a truism applicable to all art although the
comic strip, by virtue of its inherent, selfreflexive artifice, is able to lay this role
unsettlingly bare. The buck is passed as the
fundamental problems surrounding war, the
Holocaust and representation become problems
of interpretation: they are ours now.

Figure 12: Extract from The Complete Maus, p. 228

Spiegelman recognises the difficulty or even
impossibility of his historical endeavour but
also restates his desire to present events
accurately. It is the combination of this desire
with the aesthetic liberty intrinsic to the comic
strip that is crucial to his artistic project, as well
as that of Rosenthal. Though representing the
precise historical truth of the Holocaust may be
impossible, its essence must nevertheless be
conveyed. Rather than transmitting the
historical reality through dilute representational
approximation, Spiegelman and Rosenthal each
30

33

Spiegelman, MetaMaus, p. 59.
Spiegelman, The Complete Maus, p. 230.
32
Ibid., p. 228.
31

15

A role McLuhan sees as integral to the comics medium.
See Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The
Extensions of Man (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1964).

