
What Is The Maus About

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Randall & Bray • Books are a uniquely portable
magic. • Page 1

What Is The Maus About

Introduction: More Than a
Comic Book

At  first  glance,  Maus  might  appear  to
be  an  unconventional  choice  for
serious literary study. A graphic novel
depicting  Jews  as  mice,  Germans  as
cats, and Poles as pigs could easily be
mistaken  for  a  children's  cartoon.
However,  Art  Spiegelman's  Maus  is
anything  but  child's  play.  Since  its
serialized  publication  from  1980  to
1991, and its collected release in two

volumes,  Maus  has  fundamentally
changed how we understand both the
Holocaust and the medium of comics.
The  question  What  Is  The  Maus
About  can  be  answered  on  many
levels:  it  is  a  memoir  of  survival,  a
stark historical record, a meditation on
intergenerational trauma, and a meta-
narrative  about  the  impossibility  of
fully  representing  atrocity.  To  truly
grasp what Maus is about, one must
look  beneath  the  surface  of  i ts
deceptively simple panels and confront
the  profound  emotional  and  ethical
questions it raises.



The Core Narrative: A
Survivor's Story

At its heart, Maus tells the true story
of Vladek Spiegelman, a Polish Jew who
survived the Holocaust,  as recounted
to his  son,  Art.  The narrative moves
between  two  timelines:  the  past,
following  Vladek's  experiences  from
pre-war  Poland  through  the  ghettos,
hiding, and ultimately Auschwitz, and
the present, showing Art interviewing
his aging father in New York in the late
1970s  and  early  1980s.  This  dual
structure  is  essential  to  answering
What Is The Maus About because it
refuses  to  let  the  reader  view  the
Holocaust as a distant,  sealed event.
Instead,  the  story  constantly  shows

how the past erupts into the present,
shaping the lives of survivors and their
children  in  ways  that  are  painful,
complicated, and inescapable.

Vladek's Story: A Chronicle of
Survival

Vladek's  account  is  harrowing  and
detailed. We see his life before the war
as a clever, resourceful businessman in
the  Polish  city  of  Częstochowa.  He
marr ies  An ja ,  a  sens i t ive  and
intelligent  woman  from  a  well-to-do
family.  The  arrival  of  the  Nazis
dismantles their world piece by piece.
Vladek's  survival  is  depicted  not  as
heroic in the traditional sense, but as a
matter of relentless cunning, luck, and
a  fierce  will  to  live.  He  learns  English,
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trades on the black market,  hides in
bunkers,  and  navigates  the  ever-
tightening noose of  Nazi  persecution.
His time in Auschwitz is rendered with
chilling restraint, focusing on the small
transactions and acts of survival that
kept him alive. This section of Maus
answers What Is The Maus About on
a factual level: it is about one man's
specific,  traumatic  journey  through
history's  greatest  crime.

The Framing Device: Artie in
the Present

Equally  important  is  the  present-day
frame. Art struggles to connect with his
difficult,  obsessive,  and  deeply
wounded  father.  Vladek  is  portrayed
warts-and-all:  he  is  miserly,  racist

toward  Afr ican  Americans,  and
overbearing.  This  is  not  a  sanitized
portrait  of  a  saintly  survivor.  Art
grapples  with  his  own  guilt,  his
mother's  suicide,  and  his  profound
sense of  inadequacy in capturing his
father's  experience.  The  present-day
scenes  are  filled  with  tension  and
resentment. Art's quest to understand
his  father's  past  is  also  a  quest  to
understand himself and the source of
his  own  anxieties.  This  framing
brilliantly  addresses  What  Is  The
Maus About in a psychological sense:
it is about how trauma is passed down,
how memory fails and is reconstructed,
and  how  the  second  generation
inherits  a  history  they  did  not  live
through.



The Use of Animal Masks:
Why Mice, Cats, and Pigs?

The most immediately striking feature
of Maus is its anthropomorphic animal
metaphor.  Jews  are  drawn  as  mice,
Germans as cats,  Poles  as  pigs,  and
Americans as dogs. When asked What
Is The Maus About, many people first
mention  this  choice.  Spiegelman  did
not invent this metaphor; it builds on
centuries  of  anti-Semitic  propaganda
that depicted Jews as vermin. By using
it, Spiegelman critiques the very logic
of  racial  categorization.  In  his  world,
the categories are arbitrary but deadly
real. The Nazis see Jews as mice to be
exterminated,  so in  the world of  the
comic, they are drawn that way.

However,  Spiegelman complicates his
own  metaphor.  The  characters  wear
masks that sometimes slip,  revealing
the human face beneath. In one crucial
scene, Vladek puts on a pig mask to
pass  as  Pol ish.  At  other  t imes,
characters  are  drawn  with  human
features, blurring the line. This visual
technique invites readers to question
the  absurdity  of  ethnic  and  racial
classifications.  The  metaphor  is  not
meant  to  be  applied  consistently;
rather, it is a tool to make the reader
think  critically  about  identity  and
prejudice. So, part of answering What
Is The Maus About is understanding
that  the  book  deconstructs  the  very
stereotypes it appears to employ.
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Key Themes Explored in
Maus

To fully  answer  What Is  The Maus
About,  we  must  examine  the  major
themes that run through both volumes.

Survival and Guilt

Survival is the engine of the plot, but
Maus  asks  at  what  cost.  Vladek
survives, but he is left with deep scars.
He is haunted by the memory of those
he  could  not  save,  and  his  survival
instinct,  which served him so well  in
the  camps,  makes  him  difficult  and
miserly in peacetime. Art himself feels
profound survivor's guilt—guilt that he
did not experience the Holocaust, guilt

that  he  is  profiting  from  his  father's
story,  and  guilt  over  his  mother's
d e a t h .  T h e  q u e s t i o n  o f
worthiness—who  deserves  to  survive
and  who  does  not—is  a  constant
undercurrent.  What  Is  The  Maus
About  in  this  context  is  the  heavy
burden of having lived when so many
others died.

Memory and Truth

Memory is a central theme in Maus.
The narrative is presented as Vladek's
testimony,  but  it  is  filtered  through
Art's  interpretation.  Art  questions  his
father's  accuracy.  Vladek  admits  his
memory  is  imperfect.  Photographs,
letters,  and diaries  appear  as  fragile
artifacts that may or may not hold the



truth. The book begins with a childhood
memory of Art being abandoned by his
friends, a memory that blends into the
l a r g e r  s t o r y  o f  l o s s .  M a u s
acknowledges that any account of the
past is a reconstruction, shaped by the
needs and biases of the present. This
theme  is  crucial  to  understanding
What Is The Maus About as a work
of historiography.

Father-Son Relationships

The conflict between Art and his father
gives  Maus  its  emotional  core.  Art
fee l s  smothered  by  V ladek ' s
overbearing  personality  and  his
endless  stories.  Vladek,  unable  to
process his trauma in a healthy way,
expresses his love through control and

criticism.  Their  relationship  is  filled
with  love  and  resentment.  Art's
attempt  to  record  his  father's  story
becomes a form of reconciliation, but it
is never fully resolved. This answer to
What Is The Maus About is one of
the most relatable: it is about children
trying to understand their parents, and
the  pain  of  seeing  them  as  flawed
human  beings.

Representing the
Unrepresentable

Perhaps the most sophisticated theme
in Maus is the question of whether the
Holocaust  can be represented in  art.
Spiegelman includes a  famous meta-
fictional chapter called "Prisoner on the
Hell Planet," a comic within the comic
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that  he  made  about  his  mother's
suicide. This chapter uses a completely
different,  expressionistic  style,
breaking  the  "mouse"  metaphor
entirely.  By  doing  so,  Spiegelman
acknowledges  the  limits  of  his  own
medium.  He  shows  the  reader  the
"real" Art, the artist struggling with his
material.  This  self-reflexivity  is  a  key
part of What Is The Maus About: the
book is also a meditation on the ethics
and  possibilities  of  representing
trauma  itself.

Why Maus Is a Unique
Work of Literature

When considering What Is The Maus
About,  it  is  important to understand

its place in literary and cultural history.
Maus  broke  new  ground  in  several
ways.

It legitimized the graphic
novel as a serious art form.
Before Maus, comics were
largely seen as entertainment for
children. Spiegelman proved that
the medium could handle the
most serious of subjects with
nuance and power.
It offered a new model for
Holocaust testimony. Instead
of a straightforward memoir, it
used visual metaphor and a dual
timeline to explore the
complexity of memory.
It refused to sentimentalize
or heroize. Vladek is not a



saint, and the book does not
offer easy catharsis. It demands
that the reader sit with
discomfort and complexity.
It received mainstream
recognition. Maus won a
special Pulitzer Prize in 1992, a
landmark achievement for a
comic book.

For  these  reasons,  any  answer  to
What Is The Maus About that does
not acknowledge its formal innovation
is  incomplete.  It  changed  what  a
"book" could be and what comics could
do.

The Contemporary
Relevance of Maus

In recent years, Maus has returned to
the headlines. In 2022, a school board
in Tennessee voted to remove Maus
from  its  curriculum,  citing  concerns
about "rough, objectionable language"
and a nude drawing of  Art's  mother.
The  ensuing  controversy  brought  a
new wave of attention to the book and
ignited  debates  about  censorship,
historical memory, and the purpose of
education.  This  event  underscores  a
critical point about What Is The Maus
About: it is about the ongoing struggle
to keep the memory of the Holocaust
alive. Banning the book, even for well-
intentioned  reasons,  reflects  a
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discomfort with the very truths Maus
forces  us  to  confront—the  cruelty  of
humans,  the randomness of  survival,
and the deep wounds left by trauma.
The  controversy  shows  that  Maus
remains a vital, challenging work that
refuses to let the past stay in the past.

Conclusion: A Story That
Will Not Be Silenced

So, What Is The Maus About? It is
about a father and a son. It is about
mice and cats and the monstrous logic
of  racial  ideology.  It  is  about  the

Holocaust  and  how  its  shadow  falls
across  generations.  It  is  about  guilt,
memory, love, and the impossibility of
fully telling any story. It is a book about
survival that is not triumphalist, about
history that is not distant, and about
art that is painfully aware of its own
limits.  Ultimately,  Maus  is  about
bearing witness. It asks us to look, to
sit with discomfort, and to remember.
In a world where the lessons of history
are too often forgotten or deliberately
erased,  Maus  remains  an  essential,
urgent work—a testament to the power
of storytelling to preserve what must
not be lost.


