Introduction to Maus
In reading Maus, we are introducing a new type of novel to the canon of literature, one that challenges the notions of what is considered important, and worthwhile. Maus is, essentially, a comic book. But does that mean it cannot also be a work of art, one with deep meaning, one that delves into human emotion and conflict, addressing an important topic? 

Let’s start by considering a short history of art; we’ll just look at some definitions that help us see how the images in our book fit into the timeline and spectrum of what we consider art.

High and Low Art

Until very recently—after WWII, generally, a distinction was typically made between high and low art (I’m using definitions from http://www.artlex.com -- they are general, and debatable):

High art – from this viewpoint, art should create a sense of universal transcendence; it should withstand the test of time and represent the epitome of artistic achievement. Traditionally, high art consists of the meticulous expression in fine materials – marble, pen and ink, rich oils—and address subjects of refined or noble sentiment. One’s appreciation of high art was thought to depend on such things as intelligence, social standing, educated taste, and a willingness to be challenged. 
	Portrait of Michelangelo, circa 1550[image: image1.jpg]
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Julius Caesar, sculpture
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Prosperine, D.G. Rossetti, 1874


A Little Art History for Perspective

MODERNISM

When we refer to Modernism, we usually mean the period from about 1898 (the end of the Victorian era) to the second world war (about 1945). 

Moderism encompasses a period of experimentation in literature, music, art, philosophy and politics. Modernists haven’t entirely abandoned earlier ideas progress and enlightenment but in large part they have lost faith in the old institutions and are looking for new, often extreme, ways to effect progress. 

This period includes a wave of new and revolutionary movements including fascism, nazism, communism, and anarchism. 

Likewise, in art we see new and radical ideas about artistic form such as surrealism, dadaism, cubism, futurism, expressionism, existentialism, primitivism, minimalism and so on. 
In Cubism the subject matter is broken up, analyzed, and reassembled in an abstracted form. Picasso and Braque initiated the movement when they followed the advice of Paul Cézanne, who in 1904 said artists should treat nature "in terms of the cylinder, the sphere and the cone."
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Juan Gris, Still Life with Fruit Dish and Mandolin, 1919
Early 20th c. movement that often ridiculed traditional subjects and forms. Dada artists produced works which were nihilistic or reflected a cynical attitude toward social values, and, at the same time, irrational -- absurd and playful, emotive and intuitive, and often cryptic. 
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Example of Dadaism, circa 1816, by Max Ernst, a German artist who served on a bomber in WWI but was pursued by Nazis for his “degenerate” art and for being a J ew. His art, and Dadaism in general, shows disgust with the violence of that war, which introduced high-impact weapons and resulting shrapnel injuries. Eight million men were killed in that war, and many, many more wounded.

Influenced by Dadaists and of the same period, the images found in Surrealist works are as confusing and startling as those of dreams. Surrealist works can have a realistic, though irrational style, precisely describing dreamlike fantasies.
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Salvador Dalí.  The Persistence of Memory. 1931. 
Suggestion:  Search google images for other examples of this period to appreciate the distinct changes developing in the way we see the world and our place in it.

Modernists question of all the values held dear by the Victorian and Enlightenment periods, i.e., coherence in narrative, religion, progress, middle-class domesticity, capitalism, the role of an expanding empire, industry. 

In general, there Modernists worry that the world is off kilter, especially after WWI, that things are falling apart and we need to follow new ideas, however radical, to create a new order.

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 

The best lack all conviction, while the worst 

Are full of passionate intensity.

“The Second Coming,” William Butler Yeats, 1921

Some features of Modernism:

Self-reflexivity -- marked by or making reference to its own artificiality or contrivance 
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 Picasso’s Woman in Studio is an example of this type of self-aware articificiality (and of Cubism)
Psychological and subjective exploration, combined sometimes with a rejection of realism or objective representation (as in expressionism or stream-of-consciousness writing). 

Alternative ways of thinking about representation (eg. cubism, which attempts to see the same event or object from multiple perspectives at the same time. The avant-garde.)
Radical experimentation in form (you saw a little of that in Hemingway). A willingness to break traditional forms of narration, chronology in plotting and so on.
Some experimentation in the breakdown between high and low forms (dada is a good example – those artists incorporated raw and “low” materials in their art, using techniques such as collage from newspapers and magazine images.)
The use of parody and irony in artistic creation (eg. James Joyce's Ulysses or the creations of the surrealists and dadaists), though again in a way that tends to be difficult for the mass consumer to understand – this is still “high art” and not meant to be sold at the corner drug store off the rack.)
Fragmentation in form and representation – again, the Cubists do this in breaking things into parts and re-shaping them from various angles, almost like having several lenses in place and seeing the same subject from several points of view at once. But it’s also a rejection of the practice of realistic representation and reflects the modernists’ feelings about the breakdown of society .
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This Romantic era painting lauding the French Revolution of 1830 (Liberty Leading the People, Eugene Delacroix, 1830) is straightforward and heroic in its presentation of death and sacrifice. The symbolism elevates the role of the common people in their struggle to win their revolution.
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Compare it with Picasso’s Guernica, depicting the 1937 Nazi German bombing of Guernica, Spain, 1937 during the Spanish Civil War. Here Picasso uses fragmentation to illustrate the tragedies of war and how individuals, common people, suffer.
Low art is represented in the manufacturing in inferior materials of entertainment and items that cater to popular taste and mass culture. Think of going to a flea market and browsing through the eye-catching rows of knick-knacks, many of them acting as a form of advertising, such as Coca-cola glasses and trays, or salt and pepper shakers shaped like flamingos and emblazoned with the name of a beach resort. Or just browsing the science fiction, mystery and romance fiction aisles at the bookstore – or watching television, or going to the theater for the latest in exciting action-adventure popcorn movies. 
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Mickey Mouse
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Parody of a romance novel cover (hey, that makes this post-modern!)
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 Star Wars!


POSTMODERNISM

Postmodernism arises out of the post-WWII era. In ways, the Holocaust allowed this to emerge: it is so traumatic, so unbelievable in scale that it opens up the very question of whether anything in reality is ultimately true or believable. The Modernists, we know, were already questioning values and institutions and ways of expression, but the post-modern approach carries that further:  Can we ever truly represent reality, or are we fooled into belief by genres, conventions, stereotypes and ideologies? Is there any single truth?
Pop Art further weakened the distinction between high and low art in the 1950s and1960s by focusing attention upon familiar images of the popular culture such as billboards, comic strips, magazine advertisements, and supermarket products. Pop art in particular merges high and low art in a way that helps us understand this book in the context of art: Pop art frequently uses very fine technique and good materials, but it also might be mass produced, as in screen prints made by Andy Warhol and his apprentices in his “Factory” studio in New York in the 1960s. 
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Andy Warhol’s Marilyn (1962) – high art craftsmanship, though silk-screen materials, of a pop culture icon. Like his Campbell’s soup can images, he did multiple screens of this and other images of pop culture figures such as Elvis – what does that suggest about pop culture?
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Andy Warhol’s 100 Cans (1962) – mass produced item elevated to high art subject matter and produced in pop art style, with a silk screen. The repetition implies something that has no unique value. 
Suggestion:  compare this to the image on the inside cover of Maus --  what similarities do you see? What does that imply about the people/mice represented in that image?
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Roy Lichtenstein’s The Conversation (early 1960s) – ironic, as there’s no comic speech bubble, so what’s the conversation? You have to look at the figures, which implies some sort of gender analysis. He takes his images from the pages of comics, but reproduces and changes them within high art traditions. 
Characteristics Of Postmodernism (we’ll illustrate them using Maus)
(adapted from class synopsis of Holocaust literature course presented by Dr. D.F. Felluga, Purdue University.)

Breakdown of the Separation Between High And Low Culture: Modernism is somewhat elitist in rejecting popular, mass-market forms, while postmodernism tends to break down the distinction between high and low culture. Postmodern works often use the modernist strategies we listed above (self-consciousness, irony, experimentation, symbolism, breaking narrative sequence and order) but in highly popular forms (film, novels, comic books, etc.). 

· Maus explores difficult, philosophical, abstract concepts such as family, war, genocide, and suicide in a popular form (the comic strip). 

· Simultaneous participation in and critique of status quo power structures, such as Spielgelman’s acknowledgement and critique of his work's commercialization on pp. 41-42, where he considers the success of his comic while he sits atop the corpses of Holocausetvictims.
Self-consciousness/conscious use of artifice

· such as the use of the masks, particularly in Book One as Artie responds to the popularity of his book, or in Chapter One and Two of Book II, as Artie works out how to represent his wife in the Beast Fable form.

· It also includes a technique common to postmodern work called “meta-fiction” or “meta-narrative,” in which a character directly addresses the reader, steps out of the scene, etc., which calls attention to the process of telling the story, away from the story itself.  
· In addition, this is not fiction, yet it reads like it, and that’s another pomo element: “fictionalizing” a non-fiction tale. 
Experimentation with Visual and Spatial Elements

Postmodernity often plays with spatial and visual elements as part of the storytelling.

· In Maus’s Holocaust sections, there is less text, allowing room for the images. 

· He plays with overlapping time through spatially superimposing one time period over the other in the same frame (page 13).  
· And there is the spatial symbolism near the end of Book I where roads are presented as a swastika cross. 

A Breakdown in Narrative Linearity And Temporality
Postmodernity will sometimes dispense with conventions of chronology and time. 

· We see this when Artie and Vladek struggle over Vladek’s telling his story in a non-linear fashion. Maus’ narrator tries to tell the story chronologically, but it keeps breaking away from straight past to present. The narrative frame, Art’s interviewing of his father, breaks the father’s tale; and the father wants to skip around, as he tells his story in increments over time to his son, picking up with a part from the past then skipping forward to something that in his mind, relates to or is a result of the previous section.  
· Another bit of postmodernism is the conflict of whose story is being told: we see a struggle between Art and his father for control of the story, which we’ll see on page 22-23, for example. And we find out that another story, the mother’s, has been destroyed. 
· Where Vladek and Artie speak and the frames slowly change behind them to display the past, as Artie narrates it.

· And in Maus II, on p. 41 where dates are scattered in Artie’s thoughts without narrative or chronology, 

· Then, when the bottom frame presents the statement "Alright Mr. Spiegelman... We're ready to shoot!" the statement is imposed over a pile of mice bodies: Who is speaking to whom? A cameraman? A Nazi guard? 
Irony and Parody

Postmodernism is marked by a tendency to see everything from an ironic perspective, to distance oneself from the very genres, styles, and stereotypes that one nonetheless invokes. The question becomes, do irony and parody distance us from caring, or is the work presenting a real critique of something?
· When Spiegelman makes fun of his use of cats and mice when he writes on p. 43 of Book II that his shrink's place is "overrun with stray dogs and cats" and he asks, "Can I mention this, or does it louse up my metaphor?"      
· Another example is Spiegelman's parody of advertising agents on p. 42 of Book II: "Maus: you've read the book, now buy the vest!" 

· Spiegelman is critiquing his work's commercialization, yet the work is, nonetheless, a commercial success.

Questioning Our Own Identity

Do we each have any essential consistency or are we merely being produced as conventionalized, mass-produced copies, determined more by the mass market than by internal consistency? Is the use of the mouse mask an implicit exploration of this issue? 

Overlapping Genres and Themes
What type of novel is this? How do you categorize it? Where, if you were working in a library, would you shelve it? It’s not exactly a novel, because it’s not fiction – but it reads like a novel, with interlocking stories that cross time. It’s a historical novel, a biograph y, a war story, a WWII story, a Holocaust memoir, a coming of age tale (bildungsroman), a development of the artist tale (kunsterroman), and a heroic journey, as Vladek passes through his trials to survive the Holocaust. It’s a comic book. It contains texts within the text, as Artie reproduces documents, train tickets, photos, lists – all sorts of written and printed material – as part of his visual story. It’s an instruction manual – we learn a little about how to do some of the things Vladek did to survive. It’s a story of a missing story – Anja’s untold story is always in the background. 
· Another post-modern aspect, in traversing the boundaries of high and low art, is the history of its publication – Speigelman began the work as a short comic in 1972, came back and expanded it in 1977 over a period of years in the magazine RAW, which he founded with his wife, Françoise Mouly, publishing the first volume in 1986 and the second in 1992, and compiling them in 1996.  In 1992, Speigelman received a Pultizer Special Award for Maus.
