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Theodor Adorno famously claimed that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.” Choose a depiction of the Holocaust, and assess how successfully it engages with the complexities of representing genocide.

The Holocaust is possibly the most notorious human tragedy in recorded history. Holocaust death camps came into existence in 1941.[footnoteRef:30751] As a result, the systematic killing of Jewish people, homosexuals, Slavs, Serbs, disabled people, communists, and other groups of people, reached its peak. Perhaps most shockingly, between 5 and 6 million Jewish people alone were killed as a result of the genocide.[footnoteRef:31301] However, exact numbers may never be determined due to the nature of the atrocity. The historiography of the Holocaust, and the discourse of genocide related historiography in general is largely contentious. The ethics of this discourse often come under scrutiny, as the discussion of genocide is particularly driven by emotion and pain. Theodor Adorno's largely discussed idea that 'to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric' is a poignant and influential statement and often at the forefront of these ethical questions. This statement could be received as a suggestion that it is wrong and unethical to create art depicting the Holocaust after the horrors of said atrocity. This idea contrasts heavily against the themes of Inga Clendinnen's work, Reading the Holocaust. In this, Clendinnen addresses and challenges 'the Gorgon effect' - an inability to confront such colossal tragedies due to the surrounding stigma of horror and pain. While both arguments enrich historical discourse, it is also important to assess and analyse representations of the Holocaust itself with these arguments in mind. Representations of genocide such as Art Spiegelman's graphic novel Maus represents the Holocaust in such a way that is accessible to the general public, while also being a valuable source for study and critique. The main focus of this essay will be to assess whether Spiegelman portrays the Holocaust in such a way that it successfully engages with the complexities of representing genocide, or whether Maus adds little nothing to the representation of genocide in a wider context by unsuccessfully engaging with complexities surrounding the representation of the Holocaust. 

It is possible to see the logic in Adorno's idea. It may be seen as insensitive or insulting to create something beautiful out of a tragedy that is so painful and devoid of humanity.  Any art will have some aesthetic value for the sake of art. However, it is unfair to apply this idea universally. Ultimately, it is important to note that this is a highly contentious idea. Many people stress the importance of preserving the memory of such human suffering and aim to bring attention to the preservation of Holocaust discourse and other tragedies. In Reading the Holocaust Clendinnen states that 'attention ought to be paid to extreme human suffering and we must do what we can to make some human sense out of it.'[footnoteRef:22797] This means that opening up the wider discussion on the Holocaust in order to gain closure on such a painful event. However, this idea does not discuss the ethics regarding what is a valid and correct way of dealing with it. While it is important to discuss these tragedies in an academic sense, so as to not repeat such a painful situation, it is important not to drown out the opinions of those directly affected by the Holocaust, and in turn trivialising their suffering. It is important to prevent this even from being open to grief tourism, from those not affected by the Holocaust who may wish to exploit the pain felt by victims in order to sell art. The author of Maus, Art Spiegelman, is the son of two Holocaust survivors. His wider family are primarily comprised of Holocaust survivors, with many family members (including his older brother) being targeted and exterminated for their religion and race. Spiegelman used his graphic novel Maus to present his parents' story of survival, which was recounted to him by his father, in a more open an accessible way. This story does not draw an overpowering focus to its aesthetic but merely draws the majority of the reader's attention to its unorthodox representation of the Holocaust and its contribution to historiographical discourse. Spiegelman does this by using a medium he loves and works in to better understand his father's connection to such a troubled time in his family's history. The unorthodox way in which this story is told may not only serve the purpose to educate people about this important period of history but may also be used by Spiegelman to gain a better personal understanding of his family and his Judaic people's struggle. In this sense, Maus is an important but also deeply personal work on the Holocaust. It is this aspect of the personal that makes Maus such a stirring and important artistic work telling such a difficult story. If Maus were written by a privileged individual untouched by the Holocaust it could be easily viewed as a very disrespectful piece of work trivialising and profiting off the suffering and emotion that follows the Holocaust. In these matters a line should be drawn discerning the educator from the profiteer. The privileged from the victim. In this sense Maus has engaged with the complexities of the representing the Holocaust if only in authorship as it offers the perspective of the victim group rather than that of an unaffected party.  [30751:  History.com Staff, The Holocaust, (A+E Networks; History.com, 2009). https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/the-holocaust Access date: 04/05/2018]  [31301:  The Telegraph Staff, The Holocaust death toll, (The Telegraph Media Group; January 2005) https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1481975/The-Holocaust-death-toll.html Access date: 04/05/2018]  [22797:  I. Clendinnen, Reading the Holocaust (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1999) Page 2. ] 

Another aspect of Maus that makes it a more educational rather than exploitative work is its true to life retelling of events. It does not attempt to glorify, simplify or fictionalise the events of the Holocaust. Instead it follows a series of interviews that Spiegelman conducted with his father telling the story almost word for word. Spiegelman adds illustrations to the story being told in his particular style. Except for this slight addition to the story Maus reads almost as a transcript of the interviews he conducted with his father Vladek, a Holocaust survivor himself. This could be seen to refute Adorno's concept "to write poetry about Auschwitz is barbaric" however it is possible to reconcile Adorno's theory and Maus. While the book does add appealing illustrations to the telling of Vladek's story this is little more than attractive window dressing for an otherwise harrowing series of interviews with Spiegelman's father. What on the surface may appear to be insulting to the survivors of the Holocaust, creating art from their experience of suffering could be argued to be purely educational. The book itself reads almost as an interview between Spiegelman and his father with added illustrations. While artistically valuable and aesthetically interesting, these illustrations add only minimal additions to the story. The focus in the case of Maus is on the story being told by a father to a son, not on the illustrations. The illustrations instead serve to attract readers to be informed on the personal experiences of a Holocaust survivor. Rothberg discusses the idea that 'Maus represents a version of oral history, comparable to various recent Holocaust documentation projects...'[footnoteRef:13332] This gives Maus greater depth as a historical resource. Through this, Maus is able to draw in both readers who may have a large breadth of knowledge on the Holocaust, as well as those who may be new to the topic in order to experience a deeply personal view of one of the greatest crimes against humanity in history. In this sense the presentation of Maus could be compared to the curation of a museum or the formatting of a television interview concerning the Holocaust. Maus does not attempt to create art from the tragedy of the Holocaust but instead presents the personal accounts of a survivor. It does not attempt to create "poetry about Auschwitz", it attempts to shine an important lens on the tragic events of the Holocaust for the purpose of education. It could be argued however in some ways Maus attempts to remedy 'the Gorgon effect' coined by Clendinnen by confronting the difficult topic of the Holocaust in an accessible and understandable way. Spiegelman allows the reader several layers of abstraction between themselves and the events described. The story is told via interview so that the events are given a past tense setting and the cartoon style in which it is drawn allows the story being told to be more palatable. Its intention is to reach as wide an audience as possible with the story while allowing it to be discussed and understood by all. Many of the readers of Maus may never have been told the details of the Holocaust due to 'the Gorgon effect'. It is understandable that such a harrowing subject would be avoided in discussion and often make people uncomfortable. In allowing the reader several layers of abstraction through the curation of Maus Spiegelman allows people to understand the events of the Holocaust without pushing them away or shocking them into silence. While some may argue that the Holocaust should not be made more palatable due to the fact that sanitisation of such a tragedy would be immoral as it is important for the knowledge of these events to reach as many people as possible so that awareness may prevent these events ever repeating in the future. Maus does not remove harrowing content for the sake of sanitisation. Instead it separates the reader from the events so that hearing about them may be somewhat tolerated for educational purposes. Maus is able to tread the fine line between creating art from the Holocaust or 'poetry about Auschwitz' as Adorno says and creating an education resource too harrowing to bare. Maus is able to represent the harrowing nature of the Holocaust without preventing discussion and is able to present a palatable representation of its events without sanitising one of the most heinous crimes against humanity in world history. In this way Spiegelman manages to engage with the complexity of presenting such an event for educational purposes without being disrespectful or creating an atmosphere in which the Holocaust seems too horrific to discuss. [13332:  M. Rothberg, Traumatic Realism: The Demands of Holocaust Representation (Minneapolis; University of Minnesota, 2000) Page 2] 

Perhaps what is most notable and poignant about the way in which Maus deals with the complexities of Holocaust representation is the fact that the story is autobiographical. The story is not only focused on portraying an opinion or idea to its readership, but it could be argued that it is almost an exploration of Spiegelman's relationship with his father and with his family's history. By opening up his past and his most personal relationships it is hard to distance Spiegelman and his family from the event. By doing this, Spiegelman leads the reader to an assurance that this story isn't just a comment from a bystander, it is a deeply personal record of a painful and horrific event. Spiegelman almost lays a place at his family's table to listen to some family secrets, such as Vladek's involvement with Lucia, and Spiegelman states that that including this in his book 'makes it more real – it makes it more human...'[footnoteRef:31131]. By doing so, Spiegelman adds a more personal and humanised element to the discussion of the Holocaust in both academia and society in general, allowing its readership to make sense of the tragedy, just as Clendinnen discusses in Reading the Holocaust. However, Spiegelman's ability to do this in Maus not only enables readers to make sense of the Holocaust, but also has the ability to bring closure some closure, if only on an individual level, to both academia and to independent readers. As a result, it could be argued that Maus not only engages with the complexities of representing the Holocaust, but also gives the opportunity for its readership to gain closure on such a horrific event, by offering a personal account in a tasteful and respectful manner. 

While the ethics of discourse regarding the Holocaust and genocide in general often come under scrutiny, it is important to continue the discussion regarding these complexities. While famous thinkers such a Theodor Adorno may disagree with the creation of art after the Holocaust, it is easy to see why people may hold this view. It is widely accepted that the Holocaust is one of the most horrifying human tragedies in recorded history, and it may be difficult to understand how something as beautiful and refined as art could be created out of something so tragic, without compromising its severity. However, while Clendinnen does not discount the Holocaust's impact, Clendinnen stresses the importance of discussing human tragedies in order to make sense of them. Spiegelman does not shy away from this tragedy but openly discusses his family's experience in the Holocaust surrounded by real, human context. Ultimately, Spiegelman effectively engages with these complexities in a respectful way. Maus provides a valid comment within historical discourse, in a personal and autobiographical way. Maus allows the reader to gain insight into the events of the Holocaust through the lens of a family that was directly affected by the tragedy and suffered greatly as a result. Arguably, this is what makes Maus so valuable and so unique as a historical source. Spiegelman is not merely a bystander of the Holocaust, using his graphic novel Maus to add a passing comment to the Holocaust. Spiegelman is offering personal stories and thoughts alongside an evaluation of his relationship with his own father. Through this, Spiegelman is not only engaging with the complexities of representing the Holocaust, but uses his platform to surpass the limitations of autobiographical writing in order to portray a respectful and tasteful representation of the Holocaust. 
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