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ABSTRACT 

           The Holocaust was an ordeal whose inter generational aftermath was for many years masked deep 

down by the survivors, in their necessity to start afresh. However this unleashes a cathartic release of trauma 

upon the second generation as they gradually start raking up the past, gaining a superior knowledge of the 

long gone. The memory of violence, the migration and spatial segregation leads to the inability to construct a 

palpable self identity. The paper attempts to capture the traumatic contours of the past, through the history of 

aggression and trauma. The fine line between the past and the present is becomes a blur as post-memory 

takes control.  
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The memory of the offence confirms that this is what humanity is capable of and with such a past 

there can be no hope for the future. And yet, the memory of the past demands that there be a 

future; there must be something after such a past and that something must contain hope and 

possibility alongside despair and the moral vacuum.
1 

All diasporas share a common experience of displacement. Yet what distinguishes one from the 

other is the wide range of spontaneous reactions and interpretations with respect to their shifting 

homelands. This is particularly true in the case of the Second-generation Jewish Holocaust 

Diaspora. Their experiences involving displacement evolve with the trauma of their diasporic 

history; their lives being deeply tainted with the suffering of their past, as they carry the burden 

of the memory communicated to them by the survivors. Like many other diasporas, the 

Holocaust too involves overlapping social, economic, political, and geographical factors. Yet it is 

unique in its thrive for survival amidst the chaotic ebbs and tides of the horrifying past 

transmitted in the second-Generation as ―post-memory‖(a term connoted by Marianne Hirsch for 

the notion of being haunted by memories of trauma that one has experienced only indirectly)
2
 

The idea of ' post memory' caters to a complex manifestation of the shadow of the times of yore 

upon the second generation. Also connoted as the ‗hinge generation‘, they carry with themselves 

the baggage of the traumatic past, lived, witnessed and endured by the parents. Despite not being 

directly a part, the aftermath of these experiences are injected in their consciousness so deeply so 

as they seem to constitute memories in their own right. Focusing on the remembrance of the 

Holocaust, Art Spiegelman, endorsing the second generation Jewish Holocaust Diaspora 

elucidates the generation of post-memory referring back to the accounts of his father Vladek 

Spiegelman as the solitary medium-of trans-generational transmission of the trauma in his 

graphic novel Maus- a Survivor‟s Tale. Identifying tropes that most poignantly mobilize the 

work of ‗post-memory‘, it examines the role of the family as a space of transmission and an 

idiom of remembrance. ‗Post-memory‘, thus traces the relationship of the second generation to 

powerful, traumatic and even haunting experiences that preceded their births. ―The guardianship 
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of the Holocaust is being passed on to us. The second generation is the hinge generation in which 

received; transferred knowledge of events is being transmuted into history, or into myth
.‖3 

Art Spiegelman‘s graphic novel Maus: A Survivor‟s Tale is a self-conscious and innovative 

attempt palpably conveying a sense of absence and loss. The consciousness that the memory of 

the past is an act firmly located in the present has been starkly communicated in his attempt to 

sketch the experiences of his parents, Vladek Spiegelman and Anja Spiegelman. The son of two 

Auschwitz survivors, a cartoonist who grew up in the United States, his work is a testimony to 

how ‗post memory‘ works through the transformations and mediations from the father‘s memory 

to the son‘s post memory as he proclaims: ―I still want to draw that book about you‖, coaxing his 

father to narrate more ―About your life in Poland and the war‖ (Maus I). In an interview(1986) 

he asserts: ―…for the parts of my story—of my father‘s story—that are just on tape or on 

transcripts, I have an overall idea and eventually I can fish it out of my head. But the parts that 

are in the book are now in neat little boxes. I know what happened by having assimilated it that 

fully. And that‘s part of my reason for this project, in fact.‖
4
 Working on the metaphor of the 

Jews as mice, as vermin that needs to be exterminated and the Nazi as cats always on their guard 

to catch the submissive prey he moves on to let loose the trauma passed down to the next 

generation. 

‗Post memory‘ is not synonymous to memory: it is ‗post‘, but at the same time, it approximates 

memory in the sheer poignancy of its effect on the second generation. This is communicated in 

the urge to unveil and relate to the past as Eva Hoffman describes what was passed down to her : 

―Rather, I took in that first information as sort of fairy tale deriving not so much from another 

world as from the center of the cosmos: an enigmatic but real fairy tale. . . . The memories—not 

memories but emanations—of wartime experiences kept erupting in flashes of imagery; in abrupt 

but broken refrains.‖
5
 It refers to how the past is communicated in ―flashes of imagery‖ and 

―broken refrains,‖ transmitted through ―the language of the body,‖ catering appropriately to the 

concept of ‗post-memory‘. It is an attempt of the second-Generation to pick up the broken 

fragments of the devastating past giving shape to their history, their origin. It is an obsessive urge 

                                                

3 Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge(2004 6,9) 
4 books.google.co.in/books?isbn=0804755558 
5
 Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge(2004 6,9) 
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to trace back the path of their surviving parents, reliving the pangs of terrors to reconstruct the 

foregone. Spiegelman falls back upon his father, Vladek‘s stories to make a stark representation 

of the past, something he never witnessed himself. He shows his father, ―…see here are the black 

market jews they hanged in Sosnowiec‖.(Maus II) 

Second generation fiction is primarily shaped by the child‘s confusion encompassing the 

unknown past thrown open suddenly like a skeleton from the cupboard. There comes a moment 

of revelation prompting him to give form to his own existence in an attempt to speak about the 

uncompensated loss. The ―Trauma is a disruptive experience that disarticulates the self and 

creates holes in existence‖.
6
 As an act of responsibility he takes up the pen to give voice to all the 

despair and devastation of the holocaust experience. It is an effort to represent the post-traumatic 

experiences exposing them to the pain, depression, and dissociation.  In addition to the loss of 

family and home, the second-Generation Jewish Holocaust Diaspora suffers from a feeling of the 

loss of belonging in the world, as they ―bleed‖ from one generation to the next. Spiegelman, thus 

aptly puts it in his subtitle to Maus I; My father bleeds history. It is the ―unwanted memories of 

trauma‖ that continue to ―surface until some degree of closure is achieved. The more intense 

traumatic memories tend to be nonverbal, static, and repetitious. They more nearly appear as a 

series of still snapshots or like a silent movie, rather than a coherent narrative.‖ 
7
 

It is often found that the second-Generation Jewish Holocaust Diaspora is not exposed to the 

trauma of the past in the formative years of their childhood. In the attempt to settle in another 

country they found refuge in, and in the need to start new lives, there appears an obvious attempt 

to silence the past. Michael Foucault talks about ―Silence itself—the things one declines to say, 

or is forbidden to name …‖ insisting that ―There is not one but many silences, and they are an 

integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses.‖
8
 The Holocaust thus was a 

trauma whose inter generational after-effects were for many years buried deep down by the 

survivors in their necessity to start anew. It seems almost as a defense mechanism to cover up old 

wounds in subsiding experiences that could not be possibly spoken of. Some children grew up 

without having knowledge about their past, the panic, the survival. It lets free an invigorating 

                                                

6 Dominick LaCapra, “Writing History, Writing Trauma” in Jonathan Monroe, ed., Writing and Revising the Disciplines  
7 Dena Eber and Arthur Neal, Memory and Representation,  
8
 Michael Foucault, An History of Sesuality, Vol I 
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release of trauma at a belated stage, when the ‗hinge generation‘ gradually starts digging up the 

past by reading about the Holocaust, gaining a superior knowledge of the long gone. The 

childhood of silence is suddenly followed by the crusade to get back to the roots leading to a 

conscious overexposure to their parents' nightmares. The constant repetition of their story brings 

in a coherent transmission of memory to the next generations. An approximation of the past, re-

living the evocative experience of the survivor parents, hovering in the threshold of distorted 

memory. Spiegelman keeps getting back to his father, Vladek to gain a foreknowledge of every 

phase of the experience. He is interested in the minuscule of details, recording his father‘s 

accounts, at times giving in to an inconsiderate insistence of knowing more. He is anxious lest he 

misses out ―I just have to write this down before I forget it‖ (Maus). Yet, Vladek is desperate to 

wipe out all traces of the past. This is manifested in his act of destroying all memories of the 

holocaust, particularly the act of burning Anja‘s diary. He confesses this to his son much later 

while all this time, Spiegelman went mad hunting his mother‘s book for a firsthand account. For 

the ‗hinge generation‘ the importance of any diary or personal narrative documented during the 

war is immense in unraveling the past. This is established with sheer poignancy in the Dutch film 

ZwartBoek (Black book)
9
 in which Rachel Stein a Jewish survivor from Netherlands maintains a 

personal book recorded with experiences during the war.   

Spiegelman‘s experimental form infiltrates the traumatic past with the present as they seemingly 

become one. The memory and the ‗post-memory‘ is beautifully juxtaposed   in the interaction 

between the two generations. This is often incorporated by bringing in interruptions in the 

narrative. For instance, in the second volume of Maus, Vladek describes the cremation pits 

where the Jews were ordered to pour gasoline over both live and dead bodies: ―And the fat from 

the burning bodies they scooped and poured again so everyone could burn better.‖  The stark 

images of devastated, terror-stricken mice over the flame accentuate the intensity of the 

narrative. However there is an abrupt shift in the panel with Vladek staring blankly at the kitchen 

clock, reminded of the practical chores to accomplish. There is a sudden shift from the past to the 

present as he realizes ―There are dishes to clean, dinner to defrost, and my pills I haven‘t yet 

counted‖. Spiegelman still hovering in the atrocity of the moment, long gone, snaps at his father 

                                                

9
 Directed by Paul Verhoeven (2006) 
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―I don‘t get it… why didn‘t the Jews at least try to resist?‖ The fine line between the fore gone 

and the present disappears as post-memory takes control.  

It is probably the torments of the post-memory, the inability to construct a palpable self identity 

that leads Art to visit a shrink regularly. His therapist Pavel being a Czech Jew, a survivor of 

Terezin, it is probably the sense of solidarity that interests Spiegelman to take his counsel. The 

childhood being one of suppression, where the past could not be talked about yet that which 

remained as a trauma hanging in the air, culminates into an urge of talking. He thus proclaims: 

―but these sessions with Pavel somehow make me feel better…‖ (Maus II).The encumber of the 

trauma is portrayed as Spiegelman confides to Pavel ―Completely messed up. I mean things 

couldn‘t be going better with my ―career‖, or at home, but mostly I feel like crying‖ .Herein is 

relevant the colossal burden of post-memory playing havoc with the existence of the second-

generation survivor. Later on he confides to his wife ―No matter what I accomplish it doesn‘t 

seem like much compared to surviving Auschwitch‖ (Maus II). Another interesting facet in Art‘s 

character is the way he relates to his dead brother, Richieu who died in the holocaust long ago he 

was born. The snapshot of Richieu is the symbol of the past and the discord of the present. He 

wonders whether he would get along well with him were he alive. He realizes ―They didn‘t talk 

about Richieu, but that photo was a kind of reproach‖ (Maus II). He contemplates that Richieu 

must have been a doctor and married a wealthy Jewish girl. His wife Francoise finds it strange 

how he exhibits a certain sibling rivalry with a picture of a young Jewish boy, his long-dead 

brother, that hangs on the wall in his parent‘s bedroom. Just as his brother, his deceased mother 

is also a crucial voice in the narrative filling in the voids. The subtle presence of the dead and the 

silent, though not directly in the narrative saturates each page. Vladek accounts: ―Anja? What is 

to tell? Everywhere I look I‘m seeing Anja…. From my good eye, from my glass eye, if they‘re 

open or they‘re closed, always I‘m thinking of Anja.‖(Maus I) 

The ―post-memory‖ of the holocaust is particularly overtaxing for Spiegelman as he lost his 

mother Anja to the trauma. She committed suicide without leaving a note. The cause of her death 

was never found. She who survived the persecution of the ghetto slashed her wrist to end life. At 

this time Spiegelman was living with his parents being released from the state mental hospital 

three months before. His mother‘s death came as a bolt from the blue as he proclaims: ―I could 

avoid the truth no longer-The Doctor‘s words clattered inside me…I felt confuse.I felt angry, I 
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felt numb!...I didn‘t exactly feel like crying but I figured I should!...‖ (Maus I).This accentuated 

the present state of his inner turmoil, the chaos within prompting him to purge his emotions in 

writing Prisoner On The Hell Planet:A Case History. 

 

The massacre of the Holocaust and its mass destruction instills a feeling of guilt in the minds of 

the survivors. For instance Vladek lost his son Richieu to the Nazi and after the war as 

Spiegelman accounts ―My parents traced down the vaguest rumors and went to orphanages all 

over Europe. They couldn‘t believe he was dead‖. Thus creeps in a vague sense of guilt, a guilt 

for surviving. This again is passed down to the second generation though not deliberately. It led 

to arguments and confusion as Vladek tried to assert his supremacy over his son in futile daily 

matters: ―Mainly I remember arguing with him and being told that I couldn‘t do anything better 

than him‖. The reason of the rifts with his father during his childhood is explained much later in 

his life by his wife Francoise as she proclaims: ―Maybe your father needed to show that he was 

always right-that he could always SURVIVE because he felt GUILTY of surviving‖. (Maus II). 

Again it is the same guilt that Spiegelman suffers from, holding himself responsible for his 

mother‘s death: ―I felt nauseous…the guilt was overwhelming‖; as his father‘s friends murmured 

―It‘s his fault-the punk!‖ (Maus I) 

The second-generation Jewish Holocaust diaspora is characterized by a sense of dissonance, an 

inner turmoil, a state of chaos. This results from an attempt to come in terms with the torment of 

the past. Spiegelman repeatedly avoids a prolonged stay at his father‘s place even when Vladek 

is alone and needs him; Maus II, And Here My trouble Begins Again. He proclaims ―We don‘t 

need much. We‘ll be leaving in a day or so‖. This attitude of staying on the fringes is probably 

an attempt to ignore the rough terrains of Vladek‘s nature. Spiegelman once asserts during a 

discussion with Mala that his father is but a ―…Racist caricature of the miserly old Jew‖, 

referring to his stingy nature. Yet Vladek on a later occasion justifies himself ―…Ever since 

Hitler I don‘t like to throw even a crumb‖ (Maus II). It is this clash between the two generations 

that looms large in the lives of the hinge generation. The survivors carry with them the distress of 

the war which invariably disturbs the second generation making them feel like the ―other‖. This 

can be further understood- "In that apartment Josh and Mickey had grown up answering in 
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English the Yiddish of their parents."
10

This sentence is quoted from Envy, or Yiddish in 

America (1969), a short story by Cynthia Ozick (1928). It clearly presents an account of the 

fierce verbal fights in a group of Jewish belletrists living in New York City. The short is centered 

around the web of tension, anxiety and anguish punctuating the lives of the Jewish immigrants in 

America.  This inevitably brings in the question of whether and how the two legacies of the past 

and the present can be integrated. In certain cases can be traced a rejection or neglect of either 

component. Then again in other cases there seems to be a desperate attempt at the combination 

of the two. Spiegelman deftly address this issue of the double commitment representing the 

problems in the form of cross-generational dialogues themselves. Reading the conversations of 

the father and the son might allow the reader to trace a tendency in the self-reflective 

transformation of Jewish American identity. 

The memory of the Holocaust is particularly relevant in tracing the Jewish Diaspora as it throws 

open questions encompassing the Jewish identity and, most importantly focuses on the very 

essence of being a Jew and the idea of Jewishness. It brings in the idea of the ―double 

consciousness‖
11

. Moreover, the institutionalization of the memory of the Holocaust along with 

the ongoing debate over Jewish identity and particularly over the identity of a Jewish State is 

precariously balanced on the version of history and religion they believe they are living at the 

moment.  The essence of Jewishness can be enunciated as a deconstructive performative, 

elaborating it as such that does not depend on race or nation in the consanguinity of victim hood. 

It is essentially a hope for memory, seeking a connection with the history in which the individual 

is powerless in the face of horror and violence. The very experience of remembering and re-

living the post- trauma experience seems to be an act of moral vigilance, disturbing yet 

unavoidable. It is: ―...the history of this strife,-this longing to attain self conscious manhood, to 

merge his double self into a better truer self‖
12

 It is the determination to know more about the 

past despite acknowledging its elusiveness that characterizes the second-Generation Jewish 

Holocaust Diaspora.  

                                                

10 Cynthia Ozick, Envy, or Yiddish in America(1969) 
11 W.E.B DuBois, The Souls Of The Black Folk 
12

 W.E.B DuBois, The Souls Of the Black Folk 
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A very different perspective of the memory of trauma transmitted to the second generation is 

enunciated by Thane Rosenbaum in his short-story collection Elijah Visible (1996). Each story 

accounts the shifting attitude of a different Adam Posner, changing and adapting with the new 

age. This refers back to the very core of the diasporic experience in the unavoidable enterprise to 

keep on evolving with the changing homeland. In this short story collection each of the many 

different Adams manifests alternate responses to the trauma and memory. It ranges on the one 

hand with the sheer anguish of being incarcerated in the past to the other extreme of denial in the 

casual "who needs it?"
13

 attitude. The forced insistence that life must be lived without the burden 

of the past yet the paralyzing aftershock of the trauma deterring Adam to take any meaningful 

action in life is aptly communicated. It is the baggage of post-memory, the haunting trauma of 

the bygone that marks the duality in response. This can be thought to be a parallel of 

Spiegelman‘s attitude in clinging on to the past (the conversations with his father), yet refuting it 

(inabiity to stay with Vladek over a long time). 

Spiegelman attempted to capture the traumatic contours of the past, an attempt to be off with the 

consignment of the suspending ―post-memory‖ as he ―worked through a history that has been 

both public and personal‖
14

. Representing an entire generation bogged down by the burden of the 

ghosts of the past, he manifests how the trauma spills out of them just as it had spilled out of 

their parents, the survivors.Thus almost like a psychic strain the trauma begins to be 

communicated all over his work. In attempting to purge himself of the stun through his 

―commix‖
15

, he transmits the pungent effect of the post-memory as it flows with all it's revulsion 

into the conscience of the   reader on a much personal level. 

                                                

13 Thane Rosenbaum, Elijah Visible(1996) 
14

 Spiegelman, Shadows 
15 Spiegelman uses the word „commix‟ to establish the difference of his work from the accepted ‗comic‘ form. He asserts: “I prefer the word 

commix, to mix together, because to talk about comics is to talk about mixing together words and pictures to tell a story…”  
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