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Vancouver Art Gallery 
Teacher’s Guide for School Programs 
 
Art Spiegelman has been credited with bringing comic books out of the toy closet and onto 
the literature shelves. Art Spiegelman, Co-Mix: A Retrospective of Comics, Graphics and 
Scraps is the first major retrospective of the acclaimed American comic artist. The exhibition 
includes drawings, sketches and panels from his earliest underground comix, his Pulitzer 
Prize-winning comic memoir Maus, New Yorker covers and most recent illustrations. The 
work is intricate and dynamic, with its shifting graphic style, formal complexity and 
controversial content. It defies easy categorization as it challenges us to ask questions about 
the relationships between word and image, content and form, high art and popular culture. 
 
 

DEAR TEACHER:  
This guide is essential in preparing for your tour of the exhibition Art Spiegelman, Co-Mix: A 
Retrospective of Comics, Graphics and Scraps. It will provide content and context for 
some of the controversial and complex issues that Spiegelman presents in his work. 
It also provides follow-up activities to facilitate discussion after your Gallery visit. Engaging in 
the activities before and after your visit will reinforce ideas generated by the tour and build 
continuity between the Gallery experience and your ongoing work in the classroom. 
Underlined words in this guide are defined in the Vocabulary section. 
 
The tour of Art Spiegelman, Co-Mix: A Retrospective of Comics, Graphics and Scraps  
has three main goals: 
• To introduce students to the complexity and diversity of Art Spiegelman’s work ,  
• To present his body of work within the broader context of the medium of comics, 
• To explore individual works from their political, historical and social perspectives. 

 

 
      The Collector, Lithograph, 1979 

 
 

Education Program in partnership with the Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre 
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THE EXHIBITION: 
Art Spiegelman, Co-Mix:  
A Retrospective of Comics, Graphics and Scraps  
 
Co-Mix: A Retrospective of Comics, Graphics and Scraps contains 400 works from all areas 
of Spiegelman’s varied career. The exhibition includes preparatory drawings, sketches, 
studies and panels relating to his early underground comix from the 1970s, his best-known 
and most challenging and acclaimed work, Maus, and his more recent illustrations and 
comic art, including his powerful response to 9/11, In the Shadow of No Towers. 
 
Spiegelman credits MAD magazine as his earliest comic influence. In its formative days 
under the comic artist Harvey Kurtzman, MAD contained biting and subversive cultural 
commentary. In the early ’70s, Spiegelman came into contact with the underground comix 
scene and prominent comic artist Robert Crumb. Both of these influences can be seen in his 
early work in Arcade magazine, an underground comix anthology. Drawing on a wide range of 
artistic styles and strategies, Spiegelman developed dynamic new ideas within the field of 
comics. For twenty years he worked for the Topps Company, makers of Bazooka bubblegum, 
dreaming up novelty items for popular series including Garbage Pail Kids. 
 
A significant portion of the exhibition is devoted to Maus, the work that took the artist 
thirteen years to complete. Published between 1978 and 1991, this autobiographical 
graphic novel gives Spiegelman's father's account of his experience during World War II, as 
told by his son. Rather than a first-person account of the Holocaust, it is the story of the child 
of survivors, and included the author’s personal struggles as well as the fraught father-son 
relationship. Controversies surrounding the Pulitzer Prize-winning Maus included not only 
using the comic form to deal with as serious a subject as the Holocaust but also drawing the 
characters with animal heads─Jews as mice, Germans as cats and Poles as pigs─to name 
but a few. Spiegelman's narrative and formal innovations in Maus have influenced an entire 
new generation of comic artists. The exhibition includes research material, preliminary 
sketches, photographs and storyboards related to the production of Maus. 
 
Spiegelman originally published sections of Maus in Raw, a cutting-edge magazine that he 
created and edited along with his wife and collaborator Françoise Mouly from 1980 to 1991. 
Raw included work by comic artists from around the world, many of whom Spiegelman 
mentored and who would later receive considerable acclaim. Included in the exhibition are 
designs, pages and publications that reveal Raw's legacy.  
 
The final section of the exhibition reflects on Spiegelman's production since the publication 
of Maus, including his commercial work for The New Yorker magazine, his Little Lit 
anthologies for children and his most recent book-length efforts, In the Shadow of No Towers 
and Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@?*!. 
 
This exhibition is co-produced by the Vancouver Art Gallery in collaboration with the Ludwig 
Museum, Köln, and the Jewish Museum, New York, and is curated by guest curator Rina 
Zavagli-Mattotti. 
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ARTIST BACKGROUND 
 

 
Art Spiegelman was born in Sweden in 1948 and immigrated with his family to New York in 
1951. His childhood interest in comics continued to grow and he began cartooning in 1960, 
imitating the style of his favourite comic books. As an honours student at junior high school 
he produced a parody of MAD magazine called Blasé. He began drawing professionally at age 
sixteen. Among his formative influences he names MAD magazine, popular horror comics, 
underground comix, television and Pop Art, as well as “high” art.  

Despite his parents’ aspirations for him to be a dentist, Spiegelman’s focus on the comic 
world was unwavering. He studied art and philosophy at university before becoming part of 
the underground comix subculture of the 1960s and ’70s. As creative consultant for Topps 
Company from 1965 to 1987, Spiegelman created series such as Wacky Packages and 
Garbage Pail Kids, producing trading cards, stickers and candy products. 

In 1974–1975, Spiegelman taught a studio cartooning class at the San Francisco Academy 
of Art. He was quoted as saying, “As an art form the comic strip is barely in its infancy. So am 
I. Maybe we'll grow up together.” Throughout his life, Spiegelman has worked tirelessly as an 
advocate for greater comic literacy.  

From 1978 to 1987, Spiegelman taught at the School of Visual Arts in New York alongside his 
comic-making heroes Harvey Kurtzman and Will Eisner. In 2007 he was granted a Fellowship 
at Columbia University and taught a Masters of the Comics seminar. In 1980, Spiegelman 
and his wife, Françoise Mouly, founded Raw, the acclaimed avant-garde comics magazine. 
Maus I was originally serialized in Raw, before being printed as a graphic novel in 1986. In 
1991 Maus II was published. Maus I & II, which told the story of his father’s Holocaust 
experience as told to him (Spiegelman), took him thirteen years to complete. In 2011 he 
returned to the subject with a book titled MetaMaus, in which he addresses many of the 
questions and controversies that have followed him since Maus’s publication, as well as 
providing additional autobiographical background and the original interviews. 

In 1992 he began working as contributing artist for The New Yorker, working alongside his 
wife Françoise Mouly as Art Editor. He made several high-profile and often controversial 
covers. In 2004 he published his response to 9/11, In the Shadow of No Towers, and in 
2005 a comix-format memoir, Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@&*!, which incorporates 
some of his most significant early underground comix.  

In 1997, Spiegelman wrote his first children's book, Open Me...I'm a Dog─a pop-up book with 
a leash that attempts to convince readers that it is really a dog. Since then Spiegelman has 
collaborated with Mouly on various comic projects for children. 

Both Spiegelman and Maus have won numerous awards. In 1992 the Pulitzer Prize was 
awarded to Spiegelman for Maus─the first and only time the prestigious journalism prize has 
been awarded to a comic/graphic novel. In 2009, Maus was chosen by the Young Adult 
Library Association as one of its recommended titles for all students. In 2005, Spiegelman 
was named one of Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential People. He was made a Chevalier 
de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in France in 2005 and even got to play himself on an 
episode of The Simpsons in 2008. In 2011, Spiegelman won the Grand Prix at the 
Angoulême International Comics Festival, marking only the third time an American has 
received the honour (the other two were the famed comic artists Will Eisner and Robert 
Crumb).  
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Comics 101: A Short History of Comics in America 
 

 
1895:  Publication of “The Yellow Kid,” a weekly cartoon in a newspaper; it became  

enormously popular, followed by many more strips 
1930s: Superheroes change the comics world:  

• Superman appears in 1938, one of the most important events in comics history 
• Batman arrives the following  year 

1940s:  
• Comics in the postwar period are distinctly patriotic; titles include Captain America, 

Plastic Man, Flash, Green Lantern; conservative comics such as Archie became 
popular 

• Will Eisner, widely considered one of the greatest comic writers in the history of the 
medium, publishes The Spirit 

1950s: 
• Mainstream genres widely available are romance comics and Western comic books, 

coexisting with the more marginal and less marketable genres of horror, crime and 
science fiction 

• The rise of MAD magazine; under Harvey Kurtzman it was a radical critique of 
mainstream America  

• Few superheroes survive: Captain Marvel and DC’s Superman, Batman and Wonder 
Woman  

• Dr. Fredric Wertham publishes the influential book Seduction of the Innocent, 
indicting the comic book industry and blaming juvenile delinquency on comics and 
other mass media; included were fear-mongering claims such as the relationship 
between Batman and his teenage sidekick, Robin, promoted homosexuality  
From Seduction of the Innocent by Fredric Wertham (1954): 

 “Comic books are definitely harmful to impressionable people, and most young 
people are impressionable.”  

 “The most subtle and pervading effect of crime comics on children can be 
summarized in a single phrase: moral disarmament.”  

 “The superman conceit gives boys and girls the feeling that ruthless go-getting 
based on physical strength or the power of weapons or machines is the desirable 
way to behave.” 

 “I think Hitler was a beginner compared to the comic-book industry.” 
 “The time has come to legislate these books off the newsstands and out of the 

candy stores.” 
• In response, comic book publishers develop and introduce the "Comics Code," self-

monitoring guidelines for acceptable and unacceptable content 
1960s:  

• The return of the superheroes, now layered with human failings and new challenges, 
aimed at children and sold in drugstores across North America  

• Jack Kirby, another big name in comics, works with Stan Lee to create the Fantastic 
Four, along with Spider-Man, Avengers, X-Men and other Marvel successes 

• The ’60s also sees the proliferation of the underground comix scene, expressing 
discontent with the conservative core values of American society and sold wherever 
counter-culture items are found; the most durable title was Zap Comix, created by 
Robert Crumb, one of the medium’s most influential and prolific cartoonists 

 
 

6  



 

1970s: 
• Jack Kirby defects to DC Comics, then returns to Marvel comics, DC’s biggest rival 
• Publication of Star*Reach (1971—1979), an anthology series that blends science 

fiction, adventure and formal experimentation; the new generation of cartoonists, 
who became big names in the mainstream, included Howard Chaykin 

• Will Eisner’s A Contract with God, and Other Tenement Stories (1978)  introduces the 
term graphic novel 

• Heavy Metal (1977) introduces European cartoonists to US audiences; some 
American content is included, notably Matt Howarth’s hilarious serial Changes  

1980s: 
• American comics industry receives considerable serious attention from the media; 

articles in Rolling Stone, cartoonists on television, production of film documentaries 
(Comic Book Confidential, 1989; The Masters of Comic Book Art, 1987), comics 
published by trade book publishers, feature films based on comic releases  

• Marvel produces Epic Illustrated, edited by Archie Goodwin, one of the comics 
industry’s most respected editors; launches many of the best artists of the future  

• Frank Miller's Batman: The Dark Knight Returns (1986) and Alan Moore/Dave 
Gibbons’ Watchmen (1986—1987) deconstruct and revitalize the superhero genre 

• Other big names include Alan Moore (Swamp Thing) and Neil Gaiman (Sandman)  
• Art Spiegelman's Maus, published in 1986, becomes an international bestseller; 

Maus I was originally published in Raw, which also introduced Chris Ware, whose 
Acme Novelty Library and other works are widely considered to be the state-of-the-art 
of the comics world 

1990s: 
• Scott McCloud publishes Understanding Comics, a 215-page comic about comics as 

an art form 
 

 
                           Study for the cover of RAW No. 7,  

                                                  The Torn-Again Graphic Mag, mixed media, c. 1985                                                
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Background to the Holocaust 
 

 
The following information is from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum website.  
 
INTRODUCTION TO THE HOLOCAUST 
The Holocaust was the systematic, bureaucratic, state-sponsored persecution and murder of 
approximately six million Jews by the Nazi regime and its collaborators. Holocaust is a word 
of Greek origin meaning “sacrifice by fire.” The Nazis, who came to power in Germany in 
January 1933, believed that Germans were “racially superior” and that the Jews, deemed 
“inferior,” were an alien threat to the so-called German racial community.  
During the era of the Holocaust, German authorities also targeted other groups because of 
their perceived “racial inferiority”: Roma (Gypsies), the disabled, and some of the Slavic 
peoples (Poles, Russians, and others). Other groups were persecuted on political, ideological 
and behavioral grounds, among them Communists, Socialists, Jehovah's Witnesses, and 
homosexuals.  
 
WHAT WAS THE HOLOCAUST?  
In 1933, the Jewish population of Europe stood at over nine million. Most European Jews 
lived in countries that Nazi Germany would occupy or influence during World War II. By 1945, 
the Germans and their collaborators killed nearly two out of every three European Jews as 
part of the “Final Solution,” the Nazi policy to murder the Jews of Europe. Although Jews, 
whom the Nazis deemed a priority danger to Germany, were the primary victims of Nazi 
racism, other victims included some 200,000 Roma (Gypsies). At least 200,000 mentally or 
physically disabled patients, mainly Germans, living in institutional settings, were murdered 
in the so-called Euthanasia Program.  
As Nazi tyranny spread across Europe, the Germans and their collaborators persecuted and 
murdered millions of other people. Between two and three million Soviet prisoners of war 
were murdered or died of starvation, disease, neglect, or maltreatment. The Germans 
targeted the non-Jewish Polish intelligentsia for killing, and deported millions of Polish and 
Soviet civilians for forced labor in Germany or in occupied Poland, where these individuals 
worked and often died under deplorable conditions. From the earliest years of the Nazi 
regime, German authorities persecuted homosexuals and others whose behavior did not 
match prescribed social norms. German police officials targeted thousands of political 
opponents (including Communists, Socialists, and trade unionists) and religious dissidents 
(such as Jehovah's Witnesses). Many of these individuals died as a result of incarceration 
and maltreatment.  
 
ADMINISTRATION OF THE “FINAL SOLUTION “ 
In the early years of the Nazi regime, the National Socialist government established 
concentration camps to detain real and imagined political and ideological opponents. 
Increasingly in the years before the outbreak of war, SS and police officials incarcerated 
Jews, Roma, and other victims of ethnic and racial hatred in these camps. To concentrate 
and monitor the Jewish population as well as to facilitate later deportation of the Jews, the 
Germans and their collaborators created ghettos, transit camps, and forced-labor camps for 
Jews during the war years. The German authorities also established numerous forced-labor 
camps, both in the so-called Greater German Reich and in German-occupied territory, for 
non-Jews whose labor the Germans sought to exploit.  
 
Following the invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing units) 
and, later, militarized battalions of Order Police officials, moved behind German lines to carry 
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out mass-murder operations against Jews, Roma, and Soviet state and Communist Party 
officials. German SS and police units, supported by units of the Wehrmacht and the Waffen 
SS, murdered more than a million Jewish men, women, and children, and hundreds of 
thousands of others. Between 1941 and 1944, Nazi German authorities deported millions of 
Jews from Germany, from occupied territories, and from the countries of many of its Axis 
allies to ghettos and to killing centers, often called extermination camps, where they were 
murdered in specially developed gassing facilities.  
 
THE END OF THE HOLOCAUST  
In the final months of the war, SS guards moved camp inmates by train or on forced 
marches, often called “death marches,” in an attempt to prevent the Allied liberation of large 
numbers of prisoners. As Allied forces moved across Europe in a series of offensives against 
Germany, they began to encounter and liberate concentration camp prisoners, as well as 
prisoners en route by forced march from one camp to another. The marches continued until 
May 7, 1945, the day the German armed forces surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. For 
the western Allies, World War II officially ended in Europe on the next day, May 8 (V-E Day), 
while Soviet forces announced their “Victory Day” on May 9, 1945.  
In the aftermath of the Holocaust, many of the survivors found shelter in displaced persons 
(DP) camps administered by the Allied powers. Between 1948 and 1951, almost 700,000 
Jews emigrated to Israel, including 136,000 Jewish displaced persons from Europe. Other 
Jewish DPs emigrated to Canada, the United States, and other nations. The last DP camp 
closed in 1957. The crimes committed during the Holocaust devastated most European 
Jewish communities and eliminated hundreds of Jewish communities in occupied eastern 
Europe entirely.  
 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. “The Holocaust.” Holocaust Encyclopedia. 
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005143. Accessed on 
January 21, 2013. 
 

 
                              Sketch for the front cover of the first American edition of Maus II: 
                                                                        And Here My Troubles Began, c. 1991 
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Background Information: The Spiegelman Family 
 

 
1906    Vladek Spiegelman (Art’s father) is born 
1912    Anja Zylberberg (Art’s mother) is born 
1927    Vladek begins his first service in the Polish army  
1937   Vladek and Anja get married 
1937   Vladek and Anja's son Richieu is born in Sosnowiec 
1939   Aug   Vladek is called to serve in the Polish army  
   Sept 1  Germany invades Poland 

Sept 4  Germans enter Sosnowiec 
                Vladek is arrested as a prisoner of war  

Sept 28   Poland surrenders  
Nov 5   Jews in Poland must wear an armband or yellow star patch 
Dec 23  Jewish property in Poland is confiscated 

                Vladek and Anja's father lose their factories  
1940    Vladek is released from the POW camp and sent to Lublin 
1941   All Jews in Sosnowiec are forced to live in the ghetto section  

Dec  Japan attacks US at Pearl Harbor, US enters World War II  
1942 May     "Aktion" (deportation) from Sosnowiec includes Anja's parents  

June  2,000 more Jews deported from Sosnowiec to Auschwitz  
Aug  8,000 Jews called to Sosnowiec stadium, then deported to Auschwitz 

Vladek's parents are also deported and murdered in 1942  
1943 Spring  All remaining Jews in Sosnowiec are sent to Srodula ghetto 
                       Richieu is sent to Zawiercie to stay with his aunt Tosha  

Aug 16  Most Jews in Srodula are deported to Auschwitz  
                Vladek and Anja in hiding  

Aug 26 Tosha poisons herself, Richieu, her daughter Bibi and her niece Lonia 
to avoid deportation  

1944 All remaining Jews in Srodula are murdered; Vladek and Anja are still 
in hiding  

March  Vladek and Anja are caught and sent to Auschwitz 
  May―Aug Vladek works in Auschwitz tin shop  

Summer Vladek sees Anja in Birkenau 
Aug―Oct  Vladek works in Auschwitz shoe shop, then tin/metal working again  
Sept  Anja is moved from Birkenau to Auschwitz   

1945 Jan  Vladek is marched to Gross-Rosen (Anja, too, then to Ravensbrück)  
Feb   Vladek is sent by train to Dachau  
April   Vladek is evacuated from Dachau 
Apr 29   Dachau is liberated 
May 7   Germany surrenders 
Summer  Vladek is in a US displaced persons camp in Garmisch-Partenkirchen. 

He goes to Bergen-Belsen, learns that Anja is in Sosnowiec, and goes 
there to find her  

1946  Vladek and Anja move from Poland to Sweden;  
Vladek starts a business 

1948  Feb 15  Art Spiegelman is born in Stockholm 
 
Adapted from: 
http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/33d/33dTexts/maus/MausR
esources.htm 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY: Why Spiegelman? 
 

 
Objective: 
Students research and discuss Spiegelman: his background, interests and body of work. 
 
Background: 

• Although Spiegelman has produced a wide and immensely varied body of work, he is 
best known for his Pulitzer Prize-winning Maus.  

• Spiegelman takes his role as educator very seriously and is a tireless advocate for 
comic literacy. As editor, public speaker and teacher, Spiegelman has promoted 
greater understanding of comics, and mentored many younger cartoonists. 

• Spiegelman says his most frequently asked questions have been: 
1. Why comics? 
2. Why the Holocaust? 
3. Why mice? 

 
Materials:  

 photocopies of Background to the exhibition, Artist Background and Art Spiegelman 
Says (pages 4, 5, 11, 12) 

 Internet. Useful sites include: 
http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/33d/33dTexts/maus/
MausResources.htm 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_Spiegelman 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2011/oct/23/art-spiegelman-maus-25th-
anniversaryvideo titled Comics and Politics: excellent for background: 
http://vimeo.com/6733060books, including Spiegelman’s MetaMaus and Art 
Spiegelman by Tom Forget 

 
Process: 

1. Give students copies of Background to the exhibition, Artist Background and Art 
Spiegelman Says (pages 4, 5, 13) to read. Discuss. 

2. Write Art Spiegelman’s three most frequently asked questions on the board:  
• Why comics? 
• Why the Holocaust? 
• Why mice? 
Ask students to find some answers within the context of his life story. Use the 
internet and books; see above for suggested materials. 

3. Have students discuss their findings. 
4. Give students the following statement: 

“Art Spiegelman has almost single-handedly brought comic books out of the toy 
closet and onto the literature shelves. His comics are best known for their shifting 
graphic styles, their formal complexity, and controversial content.” 
Discuss: What do students think makes this statement true or false? 

Conclusion: 
• Ask the class to relate what they have learned about Spiegelman to their own 

experiences of graphic novels, comics and issues appropriate to the medium. 
• Ask students what other questions they think are big questions regarding Spiegelman 

and his work. 
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Art Spiegelman Says 
 

 
“Comics echo the way the brain works. People think in iconographic images, not in 
holograms, and people think in bursts of language, not in paragraphs.” 
 
“Everything I know, I learned from comic books. I learned to read from looking at Batman 
when I was really young and trying to figure out if he was a good guy or a bad guy … 
Everything I know about sex I learned contemplating Betty and Veronica. On the other hand, 
everything I learned about feminism, that’s from Little Lulu. Economics, I learned from Uncle 
Scrooge … Philosophy from Peanuts. Politics from Pogo … Aesthetics, ethics and everything 
else from MAD Magazine.” 
 
"There's a kind of shock in people's minds when they hear that this story is a comic strip─ 
'Somebody did a comic strip about the Holocaust’.”  
 
“From that point on, every strip I made was drawn in a different way from the one before it. 
Each one was a rethinking of the problem of making comics. ‘Don’t Get Around Much 
Anymore’ took months to make because it was a compression of lots of different ideas—
currents that were flowing through me. Stylistically it was a direct outgrowth from an 
immersion in Cubism. The notion that one could break up space as an aspect of moving 
through time was quite fresh to me, and the idea that the words and pictures could unhinge 
from each other was also important.”  
 
“For me, style is an aspect of content. Certain moods are best expressed with certain kinds 
of marks, certain kinds of coloration, certain kinds of figure structuring. Style is the central 
motor that pushes the work forward. One strip may need to be drawn in the style of German 
Expressionism, another needs the inflection of pulp, and another needs to be as sober and 
quiet as possible, without much personal expression, as in ‘Don’t Get Around Much 
Anymore.’ With Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@&*! I was linking the style to memory; one 
memory collage is butted up against another, because that’s how memory works. It’s very 
different from the notion of style as a trademark—it’s the idea of style as inflection.” 
 

 
   Short Order Comix No. 1, cover, 1973 
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PRE- or POST-VISIT ACTIVITY: Understanding Comics 
 
Objective: 
Students deconstruct comic panels and create their own strip based on the curricular focus 
of the class. 
 
Discussion: 
• Scott McCloud wrote the extraordinary book Understanding Comics─all in comic form. An 

invaluable resource for anyone interested in the art of comics, it provides the basis for 
this class. If you are unable to find a copy, there are many pages available online. After 
typing in Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics, click “images.” Many pages can be 
browsed; the following site displays pages from each chapter: 
http://www.harpercollins.com/browseinside/index.aspx?isbn13=97800609762
55 

• TED Talks has Scott McCloud giving an interesting, if quirky, presentation on comics; he 
covers various aspects including sequencing, time, form, links to art history, his personal 
history as well as comics history, and links with technological developments. The talk can 
be found on both of these sites: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXYckRgsdjI 
http://www.ted.com/talks/scott_mccloud_on_comics.html 

 
Materials:  

 Internet access; Scott McCloud on TED Talks (see above) 
 pages from Understanding Comics (see above) 
 drawing and writing materials, paper 

 
Process: 
Part 1: Deconstructing  

1. Have students take notes while watching Scott McCloud on TED Talks (see link 
above). Discuss.  

2. Give small groups of students different pages from Understanding Comics and ask 
them to prepare to explain these structures or ideas to the rest of the class. They can 
look online for additional information. 

3. Have the class teach each other essential comics vocabulary. 
Pages dealing with some significant concepts: 
• Pp 26-27: icons 
• Pp 38-39: senses vs concepts 
• Pp 44-45: style 
• Pp 48-49: received vs perceived information 
• Pp 66-67: the gutter 
• Pp 62-65: closure 
• Pp 70-73: panel transitions 
• Pp 82-83: intervals 
• Pp 96-99: time frames 
• Pp 114-117: sound and motion 
• Pp 140-141: word and image 
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Part 2: Creating 
1. Students create a comic page or strip based on curricular needs: 

• History/Socials: a character or event currently being covered in class 
• English: a significant moment, event or chapter in a novel 
• Art: explain how to create an artwork using specific processes or materials (clay, 

pastel, wood, computer graphics...) 
2. Understanding Comics Pp 170―171: six steps toward organizing and creating a 

comic strip─or anything else for that matter (continues to p. 184). Use as a general 
checklist and process guide. 

 
Conclusion: 

● Discuss the students’ work─both end-products and process.  
● How is thinking in comics form different from thinking only in words? How is it easier 

or more difficult? Clearer or less clear? 
● Comics are structured around the interplay between image and word. Does this 

encourage thinking processes to function in a less linear way? Discuss. 
● How did creating the comic page help students look at their subject differently? Did it 

help clarify or foster understanding? In what way? 
 
 
 

 
             “Comics as a Medium for Self Expression?,“cover, 
                  PRINT Magazine,ink and watercolour on paper,  
                                                                    May−June 1981 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY: Maus 
 

 
Objective: 
Students look at some of the complex ideas and controversies surrounding Maus. 
 
Background: 

• Spiegelman has called Maus a “very long comic book.” 
"There's a kind of shock in people's minds when they hear that this story is a comic 
strip─‘Somebody did a comic strip about the Holocaust’.”  
• Maus is not only a story about his father’s experience of the Holocaust, it is also a 
present-day story of the relationship between father and son as well as Spiegelman’s 
own story as the son of survivors.  
• It is a complex tale, famously portraying humans with varying animal heads to 
represent each community: 
Jews are mice─always, regardless of nationality, referencing the Nazi portrayal of Jews 
as sub-human, as vermin 
Germans are cats─emphasizing their power over the Jews (who are mice, remember) 
Children of Jews and Germans are drawn as mice with cat stripes 
Poles are pigs─the Polish people protested this portrayal as unflattering and unfair  
Americans are dogs─suggesting loyalty and strength; dog and cats are natural 
adversaries 
French are frogs─a play on the English nickname for the French, as well as an allusion to 
the frog legs found in French cuisine 
• For the first and only time in its history, the Pulitzer Prize was awarded in 1992 to the 
comic or graphic novel form─to Maus I and II collectively. 

 
Materials:  

 copies of Maus I and II; shared copies are fine, but students need to be able to page 
through the books for themselves 

 MetaMaus, Spiegelman’s followup to Maus, 25 years later, on the making of the 
books, controversies and issues raised by them, and extra source materials and 
information 

 Internet:  
Spiegelman interview with BBC: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBudVI0Rri0 
Background to the Holocaust: 
www.ushmm.org/ 

Further information on the Holocaust and Maus can be found through the Vancouver 
Holocaust Education Centre: 

www.vhec.org/ 
http://www.vhec.org/images/pdfs/maus_guide.pdf 
http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/33d/33dTexts/ma
us/MausResources.htm 
 

Process: 
1. Maus I is subtitled A Survivor's Tale: My Father Bleeds History, and Maus II is 

subtitled A Survivor's Tale: And Here My Troubles Began.  
Ask students to infer what the focus of each book might be. What is the tone of the 
subtitles? What do they suggest? Discuss terms such as metaphor and irony. 

2. Show students the online video of Spiegelman being interviewed by the BBC: 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBudVI0Rri0 
Have students take notes. Spiegelman talks about most of the significant issues 
related to Maus. 

3. Elicit the main points onto the board. They will include what Spiegelman calls his 
three most frequently asked questions: 

• Why comics? 
• Why the Holocaust?Why mice? 

Other issues covered include the idea that both his father and Hitler were 
collaborators on his story, the telling of the story from a subjective perspective, and 
the difficulty of transmitting memories.*  

4. The issues in Maus are many and complex. In small groups, ask students to consider 
the following topics. Each group needs to have copies of Maus I and II at their 
disposal to look through and to support their arguments or findings. The entire class 
could discuss the same issue, or each group could be assigned a different topic. 

 Socials/history classes might focus on (a) or (c), English on (a), (b) or (c) and 
art classes on (d). 

a. Consider the use of animals to represent each ethnic or national group:  
implications, sensitivities, meanings. What stereotypes do they portray or 
undermine? 

 Maus is clearly intended as a metaphor. Readers are continually reminded 
that the animals are to be thought of as human and that the animals in Maus 
think of themselves as human.  

 Why do you think Spiegelman gave humans animal heads to tell the story? 
Do you think the animal metaphor is effective, or do you think it diminishes 
the enormity of the Holocaust? 

 Note which animals are used to represent which ethnic groups and 
nationalities. How are African Americans represented, and why? What visual 
element is used to distinguish ordinary Germans from Nazis? How is this 
same element used to convey the mixed identity of German-Jewish children? 
Explain the dilemma Spiegelman faces in trying to find an animal metaphor to 
represent his French wife who has converted to Judaism. Why do you think 
Spiegelman draws himself as a human with a mouse mask? What do Vladek 
and Anja do to pass as non-Jews, and how is this conveyed visually? What 
does this suggest to you about the notion of ethnic identity? How are masks a 
fitting way to convey people's perception of race or ethnic identity? 

 What animal would you choose to represent yourself and your family, ethnic 
group or peer group? What would your characteristics be?  

b. Do you think the comics form is appropriate for telling a story as serious and 
complex as the Holocaust? Why or why not? Discuss whether the following forms 
and genres might be suitable for a work on this subject, and how the change in 
form would alter the work as a whole: 

 memoir, 
 autobiography, 
 oral history, 
 allegory, 
 fiction, 
 non-fiction. 

c. Is Maus fiction or non-fiction? How do we contextualize history? 
In 1991 Spiegelman was honoured to find Maus listed on the New York Times 
Book Review bestseller list. However, he was disturbed to find that Maus 
appeared on the fiction side. In a letter to the Times (reproduced in MetaMaus, p. 
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150), Spiegelman protested: “I shudder to think how [white supremacist, 
Holocaust denier] David Duke would respond to seeing a carefully researched 
work based closely on my father’s memories of life in Hitler’s Europe and in the 
death camps classified as fiction.” One editor reportedly responded, “Let’s go out 
to Spiegelman’s house and if a giant mouse answers the door, we’ll move it to 
the non-fiction side of the list!” But after much debate, the Times moved Maus 
over to the non-fiction list. 

d. Despite the acclaim, Spiegelman experienced serious angst and misgivings about 
his work. This self-doubt is expressed both in the text (see Maus II, p. 16) and in 
images, where he is diminished in size (Maus II, p. 46).  

 How could you draw yourself to put across particular perspectives, portrayals 
or characteristics? Draw four frames, each giving a different interpretation. 

 
Conclusion: 

• Have the students share their ideas, findings and perspectives. 
• What questions do they still have about the books or about Spiegelman? How could 

they go about addressing these questions? 
 
Follow-up: 
Ideally, students should read both books cover to cover and bring more ideas and questions 
back to class. 
 
*Marianne Hirsch, English professor and writer, whose books include The Generation of 
Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust, wrote that Spiegelman's life  
“is dominated by memories that are not his own. His work is one not of memory but of 
Postmemory.” is a term Hirsch uses to describe the “deep personal connection” of children 
of survivors with the survivors themselves. While these children have not had their parents’ 
experiences, they grow up with their parents’ memories. The stories become so powerful that 
for the children they become memories in their own right. 
This idea of “memory of another's memory” will resonate with many students, especially 
those who have grown up in immigrant families or belong to communities with strong cultural 
or religious affiliations.

  
               Self-Portrait with Maus mask, cover for The Village Voice, June 6, 1989, 
                from: Spiegelman,”behind the mirror”/ portfolio of Galerie Martel, Paris 2009 

 

 



 

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY: The Covers 
 

 
Objective: 
Students look at some of the magazine covers Spiegelman designed for The New Yorker and 
choose a pertinent current issue to design a cover for a magazine of their choice. 
 
Background: 
• The New Yorker is a weekly magazine containing in-depth articles on current issues, 

commentary, criticism, essays, fiction, satire and poetry.  Known for its high level of 
journalism on political and social issues as well as literary writing, it is also celebrated for 
its topical, illustrated covers, and cartoons scattered throughout each issue. 

• Spiegelman designed some extremely controversial covers for The New Yorker. Some 
were funny, some poignant; most crossed lines and confronted taboos. He has had 
twenty-one covers published, and many more rejected as too outrageous. 

• He worked on many covers with his wife, Françoise Mouly, who became Art Editor for the 
magazine in 1993 and was responsible for over 800 covers. Mouly brought in several 
comics artists she and Spiegelman had worked with on their magazine Raw, as well as 
artists from the fine art world, to design innovative and forward-thinking covers. 

 
Materials:  

 Internet: image of Twin Towers New Yorker cover on numerous websites 
 Copies of the Crown Heights New Yorker cover image (page 19) and readings 

(pages 20―21) 
 
Process: 

1. Look at two covers designed by Spiegelman. The Crown Heights cover is shown on 
the next page; his Twin Towers cover can be found on the internet. 
• Crown Heights: Shows a Hasid (an black-coated orthodox Jewish man) and an 

African American woman kissing─a shocking image given not only the cultural 
taboos of such physical contact between the two groups, but also recent violent 
confrontations between the two communities in the Crown Heights area of 
Brooklyn. 

• Twin Towers: Created in the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center, it 
reflected the mood of the moment, full of poignancy and pain. 

2. Ask students what they infer from, understand or know about the two images, 
without any additional information. 

3. Have students read the background information (pages 21―22). 
4. Discuss both the information itself and how having the information changes or 

informs their reading or interpretation of the images.  
5. Choose a topic that is relevant to the curriculum or to students’ lives. Students will 

design a cover having to do with this issue. The issue should be complex, preferably 
controversial. Have students choose a stance on, e.g.: 
• a moment of conflict in history: endorsing a particular leader or cause or “ism,” 
• a transitional moment in a novel: supporting a protagonist’s position, 
• an issue of particular relevance to their lives in general: condemning rock music 

or praising rap. 
6. Encourage students to choose opposing viewpoints or characters.  
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7. Have students design a cover that will include visuals and graphics for the magazine 
of their choice. Ask them to take into account the readership of the magazine and 
consider how their target audience might affect the language, graphics and imagery 
they would choose.  

8. Look at the covers as a group, and note similarities and differences. 
 
Conclusion:  
Discussion:  

• Did the covers convey the intended messages?  
• What strategies were effective, and less effective?  
• Were particular graphics, images or interpretations clearer than others? How? 

 
 
 
 

 
 

            Valentine’s Day,sketch for the cover of The New Yorker, 
                                                      gouache, February 15, 1993 
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Readings for The Covers 
 

 
Notes on the Twin Towers cover: 
 
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2011/09/september-11th-
covers-mouly-spiegelman.html#ixzz2Ie9KxurF 
Françoise Mouly: 
“Ten years ago, my husband, the cartoonist Art Spiegelman, our daughter, and I stood four 
blocks away from the second tower as we watched it collapse in excruciatingly slow motion. 
Later, back in my office, I felt that images were suddenly powerless to help us understand 
what had happened. The only appropriate solution seemed to be to publish no cover image 
at all—an all-black cover. Then Art suggested adding the outlines of the two towers, black on 
black. So from no cover came a perfect image, which conveyed something about the 
unbearable loss of life, the sudden absence in our skyline, the abrupt tear in the fabric of 
reality.” 

 
http://www.progressive.org/mag_intvarts 
Spiegelman was asked the following question: 
How did you come up with the image for The New Yorker cover just after September 11?  
Spiegelman’s response:  
“I think I channeled that image more than doing it. It wasn't what I was thinking of doing. On 
September 11, after we rounded up our kids and went home, one of the messages on our 
answering machine was from The New Yorker saying get down here right away for a special 
issue we'll be doing. That seemed so irrelevant to me, considering the cataclysm. I went to 
my studio for a while and I was processing the news. Because when we were in the thick of 
it, it just felt like Mars Attacks!, Is Paris Burning?, and I had no perspective. For a while, I 
thought I should go down and look for bodies. At the same time, since The New Yorker was 
looking for images, I thought, ‘Well, I'm more trained to look for images than for bodies.’  
 
“The first image I came up with ended up being the cover of a book 110 Stories: New York 
Writes After September 11, edited by Ulrich Baer, which was an image of the towers 
shrouded, floating above the city. It just wasn't working for The New Yorker. I was barking up 
the wrong tree─it had a blue sky and orange building; it was channeling [René] Magritte, 
with the thought bubble, ‘It's such a nice day, what a bummer.’ It was a reasonable cover for 
a book that came out a year later, but it just wasn't sufficient, because anything with a nice 
blue sky and pretty orange building was just too pretty. And pretty outweighed whatever 
meanings those shrouds had.  
 
“So I kept trying to gray down and dim down the image, so, OK, a less blue sky, less orange 
buildings. And I found out later that Françoise was under pressure to use a photograph 
instead of a drawing, which would have been a defeat of a hand-and-eye making an image, 
which was The New Yorker's seventy-something-year-old tradition. I was looking at images 
and I was talking to friends and everyone had a consensus: Have no cover, have no image, 
maybe black. And that seemed like as much of a defeat as having a photograph. Then I 
finally said to Françoise that it should just be a black-on-black cover because every time I 
was walking to my studio from my house I kept finding myself turning around to make sure 
the towers were not there, as though they were a kind of phantom limb.”  
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Notes on the Crown Heights Cover: 
www.forbes.com 
“I set out to look for a drawing that would somehow shatter Eustace Tilley’s* sangfroid and 
his monocle. Considering The New Yorker’s tradition of turning to seasonal and holiday 
themes for its covers, Valentine’s Day—a celebration of sentimentality with a vague hint of 
sex—seemed like a promising peg for an explosive picture. I thought about close-ups, faces 
of unlikely lovers kissing Tilley, and I aimlessly mixed symbols together like a mad chemist to 
see what might explode. When I doodled Tilley as a Hasidic Jew embracing a black woman I 
had one of those rare eureka moments. The smoldering resentments between New York’s 
black and Jewish communities had come to a boil in the Crown Heights neighborhood of 
Brooklyn two years before, erupting into race riots and murder. As Valentine’s Day 
approached, the staff was heatedly debating the cover with the editor. I felt as if I’d been 
strapped to a roller coaster: It was killed one day and resuscitated the next. On the afternoon 
the issue was set to go to press, I went to meet a half dozen or so editors, most opposed to 
my image. Some objected because the magazine could be seen as condescendingly peering 
down at benighted minorities. I argued that The New Yorker could no longer maintain its 
Olympian pose above the fray of the city’s life. Finally, there came an exasperated cry: 
‘We’ve got to have a cover on press in the next five minutes.’ I must have been winning the 
argument at that moment, and the die was cast.” 
 
*The character Eustace Tilley was created for the cover of the first New Yorker and has 
appeared regularly ever since. He is a snooty aristocratic figure in a tall top hat. 
 
 
Excerpt from “The Region; As Blacks Clash with Hasidic Jews in Crown Heights, Who's in 
Control?” in the New York Times, August 25, 1991: 
“The hate kept bubbling and by the end of the week there were two dead, scores arrested, 
dozens injured, extensive property damage and a stain on a community that has worked to 
keep up its fragile image as an oasis of racial tolerance. The only thing that seemed to 
stanch the violence by Thursday night was 2,000 riot police who turned the neighborhood 
into an armed camp. 
 
“…The spark in Crown Heights was another clash between two cultures. On Monday night, a 
station wagon driven by a Hasidic man ran a red light, some witnesses said, bounced off 
another car and struck bystanders, killing 7-year-old Gavin Cato and injuring his cousin. In 
the confusion that followed, the occupants of the station wagon were beaten, and then a 
rumor flashed through the neighborhood that a Hasidic ambulance had left the children 
unattended to treat the Hasidic driver. In the nightlong violence that followed, a 29-year-old 
Hasidic Jew from Australia, Yankel Rosenbaum, was stabbed to death. Police are holding a 
black teen-ager in the killing.” 

 
 

 

http://www.forbes.com/


 

VOCABULARY 
 

 
Comics:  
Art Spiegelman defines comics as a narrative series of cartoons. 
The comics writer and artist Will Eisner defined comics alternatively as: 
• the arrangement of pictures or images and words to narrate a story or dramatize an idea,   
• the printed arrangement of art and balloons in sequence, particularly in comic books. 
 
Graphic novel: 
A narrative that is presented in comic-strip format and published in book form. Spiegelman 
often refers to Maus as a long comic rather than a graphic novel. 
Will Eisner first popularized the term with the 1978 publication of A Contract with God. The 
term was used in part to separate the work from the low cultural status of comics. 
 
Pop Art: 
The term Pop was first used in the late 1950s to refer to the work of artists who took both 
their art forms and their subjects from popular consumer culture. Using photography, 
printmaking and found objects, Pop artists explored advertising, comic strips, movie stardom 
and product packaging, to take art out of the museum and into everyday life. 
 
Underground comix: 
Underground comix rose in popularity in the ’60s, becoming known as "comix" to set them 
apart from mainstream comics. The "x" represented the X-rated content, depicting subjects 
forbidden in mainstream publications by the Comics Code Authority, including drug use, 
sexuality and violence. 
Spiegelman likes to use the alternative spelling, comix, for comics in general, as a way of 
acknowledging the underground comics scene of the 1960s and continuing the idea of the 
comic as groundbreaking and alternative. 
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RESOURCES 
 
Print: 
Art Spiegelman:  
MetaMaus. New York: Random House, Pantheon, 2011. 
Maus I: A Survivor’s Tale: My Father Bleeds History. New York: Pantheon, 1986. 
Maus II:A Survivor’s Tale: And Here My Troubles Began. New York: Pantheon, 1992. 
In the Shadow of No Towers. New York: Pantheon, 2004. 
Breakdowns: Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@&*! New York: Pantheon, 2008.  
Open Me, I'm A Dog. New York: HarperCollins, 1997. 
 
Others: 
Chabon, Michael. The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. Toronto: Random House, 
2001. 
Hajdu, David. The Ten-Cent Plague: The Great Comic-Book Scare and How It Changed 
America. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008. 
Jones, Gerard. Killing Monsters: Why Children Need Fantasy, Super Heroes, and Make-
Believe Violence. New York: Basic Books, 2002. 
McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics. New York: Paradox Press, 1993. 
McCloud, Scott. Reinventing Comics. New York: Paradox Press, 2000. 
Nyberg, Amy Kiste. Seal of Approval: The History of the Comics Code. Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 1998. 
Wertham, Fredric. Seduction of the Innocent; New York: Reinhart & Company, 1954. 
 
 
Online: 
Wikipedia – good background information on Spiegleman: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_Spiegelman 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum – Excellent background material: 
http://www.ushmm.org/ 
Spiegelman and Maus background: 
http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/33d/33dTexts/maus/MausR
esources.htm 
 
Online videos: 
BBC Interview with Spiegelman: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2011/oct/23/art-spiegelman-maus-25th-
anniversary 
Spiegelman: Comics and Politics: 
http://vimeo.com/6733060 
Scott McCloud on Comics: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/scott_mccloud_on_comics.html 
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