
Maus L’Olam 
 

Olam in Hebrew means ‘eternity’ and l’olam (leh-oh-lam) means ‘from now until the end of time’. 

On page 202 of the Pulitzer Prize Winning, Maus, illustrator and author Art Spiegelman, is having a 

breakdown.  His first book (Maus I) has become world famous and the news reporters are hounding 

him for an interview.  One reporter says that Maus is being translated into German, that “Many 

younger Germans have had it up to here with Holocaust stories.  These things happened before they 

were ever born. Why should they feel guilty?”.  Spiegelman replies, “But a lot of the corporations 

that flourished in Nazi Germany are richer than ever. I dunno…maybe EVERYONE has to feel 

guilty. EVERYONE! FOREVER!” [1] 
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For the purpose of this essay, I will be looking at the graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman.  As it 

is mostly a biographical work, I will be looking at Spiegelman’s influences and his processes in 

creating such a timeless piece of literature and a work of art and how it ties into the socio-political 

context of its time. 

Art Spiegelman was born in Stockholm, Sweden in 1948 and immigrated to the United States with 

his parents at an early age.  He started cartooning in school and drawing professionally at sixteen. 

He grew up wanting to draw comics after reading Mad magazine and issues of Batman.  

Spiegelman was a contributor to various underground adult comic publications in his college years 

under various pseudonyms and created characters such as ‘Ace Hole, Midget Detective’, among 

others.  He co-founded an influential comics revue called Arcade that featured the likes of Robert 

Crumb and Justin Green.  Besides cartooning, Spiegelman edited several comics magazines and 

started his own with his wife Françoise Mouly called Raw. [3] 

As comics were often seen as a childish pastime, adult orientated stories and artwork were 

uncommon among the mainstream newsagents;  Raw was an outlet for the underground/alternative 
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comics movement in America.  With his publication, Spiegelman helped reveal a whole host of 

talented American artists as well as introducing European artists to the States. 

Into the pages of Raw , Spiegelman had included the first rendition of his own comic strip…Maus. 

Maus, is an illustrated, personal story of living through, surviving and dealing with the aftermath of 

the Holocaust.  Part documentary comic book and part novel,  told in a twisting narrative, the past 

and present intertwine, the characters often breaking the fourth wall.  “Spiegelman, the illustrator 

and author, records his father’s memories in a series of oral interviews: Vladek's courtship of the 

wealthy Anja, the marriage that facilitated his rise in the business world of the secularized Jewish 

community of Sosnowiec, his induction into the Polish Army and capture by the Nazis in 1939, his 

release and return to the area of Poland "annexed" by the Reich. Vladek relates the steady 

tightening of the Nazi noose around the Jews as the policies of extermination were put into practice, 

detailing how, as the concentration camps filled, he and Anja managed to survive through cunning 

strategies and blind luck, until they were caught and sent to Auschwitz.” [4] 

“The story is told with a post-modern approach, telling the story of how the story was made.  It 

portrays humans with the heads and tails of different species of animals; Jews are drawn as mice 

and other Germans and Poles as cats and pigs, among others.” [5] 

Spiegelman’s drawings started as highly detailed with an expressive style but he realised they had 

more effect when drawn minimally:  animal heads have dots for eyes, slashes for eyebrows and 

mouths.  It has high contrast with heavy black areas on thick black borders and wide white margins 

with little grey in shading.  The frames for Spiegelman’s ‘present day’ story are regimented and 

clean, Vladek’s past breaks free from the framing regularly, images bursting from the frames, often 

in times of horror. 
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In contrast to other comics in America at the time, from say Marvel or DC, Maus was heavily 

stylised for effect.  It was black and white, bleached and dark, the cross hatching, urgent and each 

line bears the heavy burden of the story its telling.  Dead mice stare out from the pages with cold 

glassy eyes.  In comparison, the story of Art and his father is a bit lighter, funny in parts and very 

emotional.  The text is written in the way Art’s father spoke, you can almost hear his voice when he 

speaks. 

“People ask me over and over why I use mice and cats and so forth. I`ve thought of these things as 

masks for people and as a way of dealing with a subject too horrible to hit dead-on. 

“To talk about something so dreadful in a direct way is to banalise it and to miss it. I wanted to be 

as oblique as necessary but no more so, and I felt this technique was a strategy that allowed me to 

proceed.” [6] 

Another reason was that human faces are hard to draw properly over and over again, you reach an 

effect called Uncanny Valley where the closer you try to animate something realistically, the more 

unrealistic it looks.  Keeping it to a minimum meant that Spiegelman just had to concentrate on 

gesturing expressions and width to height ratio to understand which character was which.  The 

mouse masks became bleak and carried more of an emotional charge.  It also allowed the reader to 

project emotional and have an emotional response. 

The use of anthropomorphic animals was originally the foundation of a future long form story he 

wanted to draw, just didn’t have a story.  After a visit to an introduction to cinema class that 

happened to be showing old racist cartoons from the silent and early sound era, he finally had one…

for a moment. 
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“The blacks were cheerfully represented as subhuman, monkeylike creatures with giant minstrel lips

—stereotypes stealing chickens, stealing watermelons, playing dice, all singin’ & dancin’, just the 

daily stock in trade of our racist cartoon heritage.…it all led me to my Eureka moment: the notion 

that I could do a strip about the black experience in America, using an animated cartoon style. I 

could draw Ku Klux Kats and an underground railroad and some story about racism in America.” 

This idea didn’t last long when he thought about how racist caricatures had been used over and over 

again in advertising and cinema, that the stereotypes had now been ingrained in the brains of 

Americans. 

“I realized that this cat-mouse metaphor of oppression could actually apply to my more immediate 

experience. This development took me by surprise—my own childhood was not a subject for me. But 

I did realize that if I shifted from Ku Klux Kats and anthropomorphized “darkies” to the terrain I 

was more viscerally affected by, the Nazis chasing Jews as they had in my childhood nightmares, I 

was on to something. It became my three-page contribution to Funny Aminals.” [7] 

 

Spiegelman’s influences for the style of drawing 

reflect German Expressionist woodcut, particularly 

Lynd Ward.  There are semblances of Käthe 

Kollwitz’s woodcuts in terms of mood and 

emotion, and the etchings of Goya, as he himself 

had illustrated the atrocities of the Spanish Civil 

War. 
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The book also contains Art’s story, Prisoner on the Hell Planet, a short comic he wrote about the 

death of his mother through suicide and his fall into depression when he was in his early 20’s.  It 

appears as a crucial interlude in the novel.  This has more of an expressive style, almost like 

etchings and with more detail, again devoid of colour but packs an emotional punch.   

In an interview for Upon Reflection in 1991, shortly after the book was released, Spiegelman said 

he wanted to write “an epic story told in tiny pictures.”  His reasons for writing the book were that 

he was “digging into things that were most urgent and personal and expressing it into book form” ,  

“coming to terms with his father, his story and his history.”  He felt that there was a distance 

between his parents and himself, a “generation canyon”.  [11] 
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These were nightmare images that were being described to him, put into little boxes and required 

years of research to illustrate and write about accurately. Altogether it was a thirteen year project. 

He traveled to Poland and Germany, visiting Auschwitz and Birkenau for reference, walking the 

steps that his mother and father had taken many years before in another life. 

Maus had a mixed reaction when first released, people didn’t know what to make of a comic that 

was about the Holocaust and featured Jewish mice being murdered by Nazi cats.  There was nothing  

really like it before, although Spiegelman states that a comic he had read when he was seven or 

eight had opened his eyes to the fact that comics could be more that just comedic frames in a 

newspaper…they could tell deeply emotional stories in a cinematic way.  It was a six-page story 

called "Master Race” by Bernard Krigstein.   

“A memory-haunted concentration-camp refugee, Carl Reissman, enters a subway car and 

recognizes the cadaverous stranger who sits across from him. A flashback details the horrors of the 

Third Reich and finally reveals that Reissman had been a perpetrator—the commandant of a death 

camp. The stranger chases him down an empty platform, where Reissman slips and is crushed by an 

onrushing train. Whether the mysterious stranger was a former victim who once swore revenge or a 

projection of Reissman's guilt is left unresolved.” [12] 

Spiegelman thought of comics as the most important cultural artefact, being made in the 20th 

century.  ”Comics came into their own early in the century," Spiegelman said, "but they were 

waylaid by the invention of the cinema and devastated by television. So they lost their centrality in 

the culture, becoming identified as a medium for children or for very light entertainment. Marshall 

McLuhan once said that when a medium is no longer central, it either disappears or becomes the 

property of artists.” [13] 
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When Maus was released in 1991, it was a year of turmoil and of great change; the Gulf War had 

started, Somalia had entered a civil war, Rodney King was filmed being beaten by police in the San 

Fernando Valley which sparked the racially charged L.A. Riots, the collapse of Yugoslavia, the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union…and on and on.  

 The clashes between Israel and Palestinians continued, the United Nations condemning Israel for 

their treatment of the Palestinians.  As of 2013, Israel had been condemned by the United Nations 

Human Rights Council forty five times since the Council was created in 2006.  They had dealt with 

Israel more times than the rest of the world combined.  The United Nations General Assembly has 

adopted a number of resolutions saying that the strategic relationship with the United States 

encourages Israel to pursue aggressive and expansionist policies and practices. [14] 

The oppressed have become the oppressor.   

In conclusion, “Never Again” is  a phrase generally used when talking about the Holocaust, but 

these days it is a universal phrase for every atrocity that occurs.  Hashtags appear on social media 

sites after school shootings #neveragain, mass graves of civilians found in some war town country 

#neveragain, refugee children’s bodies washing ashore of some country that never wanted them 

#neveragain and even recently, the gassing of Syrian civilians by its own government. 

#NEVERAGAIN.  Lessons are never learned and history is forgotten.  Man’s inhumanity to man is 

diluted by our daily consumption of desensitising horrible news. 

It is vital for comics like Maus to exist. Maybe for Spiegelman it was nothing more than a way to 

bridge the gap between him and his parents, a kind of Oedipal quest to find out how his parents got 
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together in the most dire of scenarios with the end result being him…but it has grown to be more 

than that, it is the voice of a survivor.  Vladek Spiegelman tells his story for the millions who could 

not and his voice should never be forgotten.  L’olam. 
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