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It is natural that in Holocaust writing authors concentrate on the depiction of the perpetra-
tors’ large-scale atrocities and the immeasurable suffering of the victims as well as on the 
role of bystanders during the genocide of Jews and other victims of Nazism. However, 
one of the topics to which Holocaust writers are paying increased interest is the family. 
In doing so, authors underscore the fatal impact of the catastrophe on family life and its 
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structure. We can say that they are replacing the macrocosm of terror and mass killing with 
the microcosm of the family, in order to make the horror of the Holocaust imaginable. By 
narrowing their scope and individualizing the tragedy of millions of people, they achieve 
the same effect as Henry David Thoreau did when, in the chapter “Brute Neighbors” of 
his Walden (1854), he describes his observation of the war between armies of ants near 
Concord and eventually he shifts his focus from the general theater of war to the battle of 
three ants separated from the others. As if Holocaust writers were using Thoreau’s magni-
fying glass, by depicting family life amidst large-scale violence, they present the terrifying 
effects of genocide in a more effective way. The only difference is that the fates of fami-
lies were intertwined with the mass extermination so closely that writers could not sepa-
rate them from the historical events and recount them independently of the others. This 
essay attempts to compare how two works by Jewish American writers – Susan Fromberg 
Schaeffer’s novel Anya (1974) and Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel (comic book) Maus 
(Maus I, 1986, Maus II, 1991) – manage to connect family history with the crucial events 
of the Holocaust.

In the novel Anya, Schaeffer delineated the gradual destruction of a Jewish family in 
Vilno and its surroundings. She wrote this novel, which has the features of a family saga, 
without having first-hand experience of the Holocaust.1 But for her this was not a crucial 
impediment, as we can see from her interview given to Charlotte Templin: 

Experience does not necessarily have to be firsthand, provided that you can identify 
sufficiently with the experience so that it becomes alive for you [...] In fact the whole 
block [where Schaeffer lived] was occupied by people who had been through the 
Holocaust. Once you become sensitized to people who have been through something 
like the Holocaust and you want to find other people to talk to, you find them every-
where.  (Templin 138–139)

It is true that Schaeffer managed to empathize with the destiny of Polish Jews before, dur-
ing and after World War II and to identify with the fate of her protagonist so much that  
her story turns out to be extraordinarily credible, considering the fact that it was written 
by a writer who did not personally witness it. This book, whose form resembles that of 
a fictional memoir2, presents a complex chronicle of the Holocaust in which the author 
connects an individual’s life with the most significant phases of the historical development 
in Europe after fascism’s rise to power.  

Family is in the center of focus throughout the whole novel, which is not surpris-
ing because for Schaeffer, family merges with Jewishness. In Ribalow’s interview with 
Schaeffer, the author confesses: “As far as I was concerned, the word ‘Jewish’ and the 
word ‘family’ were synonymous... To me family life and Jewish life are indistinguishable” 
(90). We should add that the Holocaust itself has become an important part of Jewish iden-
tity; for many assimilated Jews the only mark of their Jewishness.

A sense of the immense tragic loss is embodied by a large Jewish family of Russian ori-
gin, the Savikins, who come from Vilno. If Schaeffer decided to devote the novel’s first part 
called “In History” to the rather static description of the prewar life of this well-off family 
and, in particular, of the title character Anya, this was because of Schaeffer’s intention to 
contrast the idyllic pre-Holocaust world of the privileged family with its irrecoverable loss 
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during the war. The narrator Anya describes her happy childhood and youth spent in a har-
monious family milieu, marked by a spirit of love and understanding. She foregrounds the 
special privileged position of this cultured, assimilated family, which lives in a spacious, 
comfortable house and is used to aristocratic manners. The family keeps servants and its 
children are provided with the best education, which is in accordance with the family tradi-
tion since their father was a scholar, the son of a rabbi. A governess teaches them French, 
the traditional language of Russian aristocratic circles, and their education also includes 
music, in which her sister Vera excels. Describing the Savikins’ family life, the author 
underscores the feeling of safety, unity and the friendly atmosphere of the city of Vilno 
with its Jewish community.

At times, the novel has an almost bucolic atmosphere, particularly in the passages 
depicting summers spent at a dacha in the countryside amidst beautiful surroundings. 
Anya and her sister and brothers experience their happiest moments there, being aware of 
their mutual solidarity. Even their dedicated servants Anzia and Zoshia are treated as close 
members of the family. As Anya says, “It was so close, so close, and so happy, because 
during the summers all the families were like one family” (39). 

The long and detailed descriptive passages – concerning the furnishings of their house, 
their clothes, preparation of meals, preservation of food and their vacations in a country 
cottage – fulfill several functions. In so doing, Schaeffer primarily intended to pay tribute 
to the life of Jews in prewar Vilno, an important spiritual and intellectual center of Jewish 
thought. As she disclosed in her interview, “I wanted to write a book which began with 
a normal life which was interrupted by history when history collided with it” (Ribalow 
85). Giving us a precise reconstruction of the life of the pre-war Jewish community in 
Eastern Europe, she addresses us, the readers, directly in the tradition of Yiddish literature 
as if she wanted to challenge us to enter Anya’s world. According to Bilik, “Anya wants 
to convey concrete authentic experience and at the same time transmit her memory of her 
life” (103). Throughout the entire novel Schaeffer does not cease to stress the irretrievable 
loss of precious values, and thus, in the novel’s first part, she concentrates predominantly 
on the happy memories of the narrator’s family life.

However, detailed descriptions of Anya’s happy childhood and youth have another 
function: they are in contrast to the depressing situation of Jews in the war years. The com-
fort of the Savikins’ eight-room apartment will be replaced by the overcrowded ghetto, 
a surplus of food by hunger, Anya’s finest Vilno clothes by a prisoner’s uniform which fails 
to keep out the cold, and instead of her vacationing in the countryside or in a picturesque 
spa she will be confined to a labor camp and claustrophobic hiding-places. Yet all these 
material losses will be incomparable with spiritual ones. Consequently the narrator will 
often remember the delightful moments in her life, spent with her family:

I remember that, the maids sitting on top of everything like figures on a crazy wed-
ding cake, and getting there, and the complete happiness and the dizzying air, and 
then Poppa’s arrivals when the “dacha husbands,” the brothers, and the guests came 
in by train, all of them loaded down with packages, cakes, candies, pastries, presents 
of all kinds, and how we all looked forward to those Friday nights, and how we got 
dressed up for them.  (33)
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The depiction of Anya’s promising medical career, her courtship and marriage with 
Stajoe Lavinsky, their move to Warsaw (from where her husband’s Hassidic family origi-
nated), and particularly the birth of their child Ninushka – all this contributes to the gener-
ally optimistic tone of the introductory part of the novel. However, even in this section we 
come across rather discordant motifs foreshadowing the dark times that gradually penetrate 
into the protagonist’s “beautiful world”. The first disturbing moment is the bankruptcy of 
the father’s stocking factory, with the threat of confiscation of the family’s property. What 
poses a more serious threat to the Jewish community are the first hidden or open manifes-
tations of anti-Semitism, represented for example by the attack of a fraternity called Index 
on Jewish female students at the university where Anya studies medicine.3 The Chris-
tian students mutilate Jewish students with nails and kill some of them. The harmonious 
atmosphere of the pre-war years is also broken by the grim death of Anya’s teacher, the 
psychiatrist Gershonsky, who is thrown into a pot of boiling soup by mentally ill patients; 
even the protagonist’s personal life is scarred.

The section entitled “Biblical Times” shows how the life of the Savikin family has 
entirely changed with the outbreak of the war. The title of this part comes from Anya’s 
mother’s statement addressed to her daughter: “Sometimes, you know, I think we’re living 
through biblical times, or we’re starting to live through them; visions, dreams. I remem-
ber, my grandpoppa used to say, when you are living through biblical times, the living 
will come to envy the dead” (149). Anya’s family soon has an unwanted opportunity to 
“envy the dead”. Her mother’s prophecy that “Soon we will have no time for grief, one 
will come so fast after another” (165) is fulfilled. The family loses six family members 
out of eleven, including her father, a victim of a violent assault, and her husband who is 
executed on a false charge. The former idyllic ambience is gone. Schaeffer underlines the 
fatal effects of the war on Anya’s family, and simultaneously she uncovers the destructive 
consequences of the break of continuity in the development of the whole Jewish com-
munity in Eastern and Central Europe, chronicling various restrictive and discriminatory 
measures that make the situation of the Jews hopeless. She is also skeptical of the pos-
sibility of solving their desperate situation by escaping. This is for psychological reasons; 
despite her husband’s urge to flee from the town, she is unable to leave her family. This 
choice, however, is the source of her later remorse and feelings of guilt.

One of Schaeffer’s greatest contributions to Holocaust literature is her realistic depic-
tion of the living conditions in the ghetto and the life of the ghettoized Jews. S. Lillian 
Kremer claims that “While male and female authors share similar presentation of ghetto 
physical conditions, women’s Holocaust writing more often addresses family matters, 
chiefly the separation of mothers and children, the heightened danger to mothers of young 
children, and the physical and psychological suffering of children” (Kremer, “Susan” 
1095–1096). Schaeffer records all of the sufferings like other writers representing the 
Holocaust – hunger, cold, poor sanitation, infectious diseases, overcrowding and frequent 
quarrels as a result of the tough competition among people – however, in her picture of 
the Savikin family, she emphasizes the mutual support among its members, particularly 
between Anya and her mother. As a matter of fact, Anya’s mother occupies an exceptional 
position among them, and Schaeffer implies that without the mother’s wisdom and self-
sacrificing love her chance to survive would have been smaller. 
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Even in the ghetto, Mrs. Savikin functions as Anya’s guide and incessantly encourages 
her to keep her dignity despite inhuman living conditions. Her most precious message she 
leaves for her daughter is her conviction that Anya will survive because she has someone 
to live for. Jacqueline A. Mintz, in her article “The Myth of the Jewish Mother in Three 
Jewish, American, Female Writers”, deals with the social role of the mother, and charac-
terizes Mrs. Savikin as follows: “Amidst the chaos and horror of the ghetto years Anya’s 
mother creates order and meaning out of everyday life rituals” (353). Kremer too pays 
attention to their mutual relationship and notes that “Role reversal between parents and 
mature children, commonplace in ghetto and concentration camp and a recurrent theme 
in women’s Holocaust writing, is another means Schaeffer uses to suggest the debilitat-
ing effects of the ghetto. Anya’s and Mrs. Savikin’s capacities to slip into each other’s 
roles shows a fluidity of boundaries between the women” (Kremer, Women’s 130). Kremer 
refers to the phase in which Mrs. Savikin’s physical health deteriorated and Anya assumes 
the role of a protective mother, responsible for the remaining members of the family.

There is another memorable theme incorporated into the novel’s structure; the theme 
of a mother’s efforts to save her child. In the ghetto, Anya faces a difficult dilemma of 
whether to keep her daughter Ninka with her family until the last moment or to find a sur-
rogate family for her outside the ghetto. Thanks to the assistance of the Judenrat, she 
manages to smuggle her out of the ghetto and to leave her in the custody of strangers; 
nevertheless, this risky act leads to their long-lasting separation and results in the very 
complicated and traumatic relationship between them after their reunion.4 They have to 
overcome their estrangement and initial distrust and resentment, but even many years after 
the war, in their American exile, their psychological wounds are not healed. In Kremer’s 
view, “Separation and reunion of mother and daughter, absent in male Holocaust writing, 
is thoroughly developed in women’s writing, and Schaeffer explores it with great sensitiv-
ity and psychological complexity” (Kremer, Women’s 138).

Although the prewar world of European Jews has vanished, Anya is presented as 
a woman who maintains her ties with the past. Her attachment to this world is under-
scored by the author’s thematic use of family memorabilia that carry symbolic meaning. 
They function as a legacy passed on from generation to generation. These memorabilia are 
more or less ordinary objects having the ability to initiate memories of the dearest people. 
Whereas in Cynthia Ozick’s novella Rosa this object was a shawl (the only thing that 
remained from the murdered daughter Magda), Schaeffer’s novel contains several objects 
functioning as a symbolic gateway to the past. One of them is a silver basket, the family 
talisman. Its decoration, Noah’s ark with the animals, alludes to the destruction of the 
Jews, considering the biblical story of the apocalyptic Flood, but also to the family’s con-
tinuity in the light of Noah’s heroic survival and the paired animals, ensuring continuation 
of life. It evokes belief in the survival of the Savikin family and of the Jewish nation gen-
erally. This heirloom, originally Anya’s father’s wedding present for her mother, becomes 
a reminder of the Savikin family, and it is emblematic that Anya gives this talisman as 
a future wedding present to Ninka. Another object that is treasured for the memories of 
the family past is Ninka’s doll Vera Mouse, named after Ninka’s aunt Vera. This doll, with 
which she used to play in the ghetto, is Ninka’s only link with the family’s past during her 
separation from her mother. The third relic, a letter hidden in Vera’s piano, also relates 
to Anya’s sister. It is interesting that the protagonist has never read this letter, but for her 
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its mere existence is more important than its content. It is as if she was worried that the 
acquaintance with its content might desecrate its sacred significance.

The epilogue, entitled “And Then There Were None”, is set in America almost three 
decades after the war. It consists of Anya’s embittered monologue, which contrasts with 
the protagonist’s initial enthusiasm over her arrival in the New World.  A skeptical tone 
corresponds to her feeling of uprootedness and her grief over the tremendous loss of the 
Jewish people, and particularly the loss of her family. She feels lonely and even betrayed 
by her daughter who lives her own life, distant from the values for which Anya was ready 
to sacrifice her life. She lives with her memories, dreaming about the house where all the 
members of the family are present. The meaning of suffering in wartime Poland is beyond 
her grasp. For her the Holocaust is “as inexplicable as an earthquake” (472). Her mood 
corresponds to what Alan Berger terms “post-Holocaust confusion” (119).

Berger’s term “post-Holocaust confusion” could easily be applied to the Holocaust 
survivors of Art Spiegelman’s comic book or graphic novel Maus.5 They are presented as 
displaced immigrants who have never adjusted to normal life in America. The traumatic 
experience of Spiegelman’s parents Vladek and Anja left a deep imprint on their psyche 
and even many years after the genocidal terrors their wounds are not healed. Vladek, 
whose testimony Art Spiegelman has recorded on tapes and transformed into his cartoons, 
is an unhappy man, and his American exile is an extension of his suffering. The Holocaust 
has profoundly affected the Spiegelman family; Art Spiegelman, not only the author but 
also one of the characters in Maus, is fully aware of this, though he represents the post-
Holocaust generation that did not experience the wartime ordeal.6 His mother takes her life 
in 1968 without leaving any note, and his father becomes estranged from him. They do not 
understand each other; Vladek considers his son’s life devoted to art and his involvement 
in counterculture meaningless, while Art cannot comprehend his father’s odd habits and 
unusual behavior. The distance between them is also caused by Art’s insensitive neglect 
of him, as he visits him only sporadically. In fact, “For Vladek, resuming the interviews 
became a means of reconnecting with Art” (Franciosi 1200). After Anja’s suicide, Vladek 
remarries another Holocaust survivor, Mala, but his marriage is not happy as he treats his 
second wife as a mere surrogate for Anja. His pedantic and authoritative conduct causes 
much tension between him and his wife and son. At the end of his life he suffers from 
loneliness and failing health, and – in particular – from the tragic loss of his first wife, with 
which he has never come to terms; he becomes literally confused when he gets lost on the 
way home. His mental disorientation is juxtaposed with flashbacks depicting the general 
chaos of the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust. Spiegelman’s second volume of Maus 
ends with the scene in which Vladek asks his son to stop recording him and confuses his 
name with the name of Art’s late brother Richieu: “I’m tired from talking, Richieu, and it’s 
enough stories for now...” (II. 136).

Although Art could never meet Richieu because his older brother perished during the 
Holocaust, paradoxically he experiences a kind of rivalry with him, caused by the feeling 
that he is a mere unsatisfactory substitute for Richieu (just like Mala is a substitute for 
Anja). Vladek’s confusion of names only confirms his conviction that he will never emerge 
from the shadow of his long-dead brother. The awareness of his own incompetence is rein-
forced by the fact that his parents keep a photo of Richieu and not of him in their bedroom. 
Spiegelman inserted several photographs into his comic book to increase its authenticity, 
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and one of them is a picture of Richieu – which introduces the second volume of Maus. 
Richieu, to whom this volume is dedicated, has the look of a perfect child, embodying all 
the ideal qualities that the narrator lacks. Art calls him “my ghost brother”, and though 
he is aware of the absurdity of his competition with him, the specter of his dead brother 
haunts him incessantly. He aptly expresses his feelings in his conversation with his French 
wife Françoise: “...It [Richieu] was an ideal kid, and I was a pain in the ass. I couldn’t 
compete. They didn’t talk about Richieu, but that photo was a kind of reproach. He’d have 
become a doctor, and married a wealthy Jewish girl... It’s spooky having sibling rivalry 
with a snapshot!” (II. 15).

The narrator Artie also feels his inferiority in his relationship with his father in the light 
of Vladek’s achievements in his struggle for survival during the Holocaust. This explains 
why he wishes he had been in Auschwitz with his parents too, and recalls his rather per-
verse dreams from childhood about SS men storming into his classroom and capturing 
all the Jewish children, and his fantasies about Zyklon B showering him instead of water. 
In his effort to overcome his feeling of incompetence and to find integrity, he decides to 
devote himself to art, an autonomous territory which his father does not understand and 
thus cannot interfere in. Yet Art is constantly reminded of his foibles by his disappointed 
father. After all, he has not become a physician and on top of that he has married shiksa! 
He has all reasons to assume that he embodies the failure of all hopes his parents projected 
into his ghost brother Richieu.

The impact of Vladek’s traumatic experience of the Holocaust doubtlessly complicates 
the father-son relationship in Spiegelman’s family. For Vladek the Holocaust is still a vivid 
chapter of his life that has shaped his behavior. He often acts as if he were still in Auschwitz 
and not in New York’s Rego Park or the Catskill Mountains, the summer resort where he 
spends much of his old age alone, this “ironic setting that symbolizes the post-Holocaust 
suffering endured by the survivor” (Michael Brown 135), considering the fact that the 
Jews are depicted as mice and the Nazis as cats. Thus behind his tragicomic thriftiness 
and almost unbearable greed we must see the concentration camp, which taught him this 
pattern of behavior as an important strategy for survival. And thus we can also understand 
his asceticism despite his accumulated property in America. However, his morose manners 
and pedantry are difficult to understand for his closest members of the family – for Art, and 
also for Mala who abandons him.

Vladek’s re-enactment of his survival strategies during the genocide is the source of 
many comic situations. He is drying his breakfast tea bag to use it again, counting his pills 
and crackers, sticking a broken plate together, leaving a burner lit all day as gas is included 
in the rent, or blaming his son for wasting wooden matches instead of the paper ones which 
he gets in the hotel lobby for free. All these scenes make him a grotesque figure; however, 
the reader realizes that they stem from the tragic situations Vladek faced in Auschwitz. It 
should be noted that in the death camp he used to save his daily ration of food to use as 
a bribe to get his wife Anja out of Birkenau. Even his diction has not changed very much 
since the war: when Françoise and Art refuse to stop their car in front of the grocery shop 
because they feel ashamed that Vladek wants to return open boxes with partially eaten 
food there, he objects: “What’s to be so ashamed? It’s foods I can’t eat. You wait then in 
the car while I arrange it” (89). The verb “to arrange” can associate the word “to organ-
ize”, which signified the exchange of food, clothes and other items in concentration camps, 
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matching the prisoners’ needs necessary for their self-preservation. When elated, Vladek 
boasts that he managed to exchange boxes of food and get six dollars’ worth of new gro-
ceries for only one dollar, his ecstasy is similar to that in Dachau, where he “organized” 
a clean and uninfested shirt, necessary for his survival, in exchange for a bar of chocolate 
and his daily ration of bread.

The story of the Spiegelman family tragedy is narrated only from the perspective of 
the artist’s father. At the end of the first volume of Maus Vladek confides to Art that he 
has destroyed all Anja’s diaries. In the light of his father’s accumulating junk, Art cannot 
comprehend this act and regards it as a violation of his mother’s memory. Thus he calls his 
father a “murderer” (I. 159), being aware that his mother’s voice has been irredeemably 
silenced. In Maus II we can see that Vladek easily gives up precious family photographs 
that he accidentally found in the box below his closet, but he asks Art to leave him the box 
because it might be useful for him. Waiting for Vladek in the car in front of the grocery, 
Françoise aptly notes: “I’ll bet you that Anja’s notebooks were written on both sides of the 
page... If there were any blank pages Vladek would never have burned them” (II. 89). Yet, 
Spiegelman presents his father in a way that makes the reader feel sympathy with him. He 
realizes that Vladek does not need these photographs of the annihilated members of his 
family to stir his recollections because he keeps them in his mind. Even so many years 
after the horrendous historical events, everything is too painful.  

It is not only Art’s parents who became stigmatized by the Holocaust. Art himself 
knows very well that his life has been marked by his parents’ psychological wounds from 
the past that remained unhealed during their entire lives. As Joshua Brown claims, “The 
ghosts of this past swirl around Art who is haunted by the irretrievable experiences of the 
dead, their residue found in familial relationships characterized by guilt and manipulation” 
(93).  However, he is deeply affected especially by his mother’s suicide, which is his most 
traumatic experience, multiplied by his feeling of guilt. He is convinced that he contrib-
uted to Anja’s tragic death by his insensitive behavior towards his mother immediately 
before her suicide, and perhaps his remorse stems from the fact that unlike the idealized 
Richieu, he has not become a model child – he has failed to meet his parents’ expectations. 
Being alienated from his parents in his teenage years, he suspects that he was a disappoint-
ment to them, which might have had a fatal impact on Anja’s decision to end her life. 

To relieve his guilt for Anja’s death, Art Spiegelman created a comic strip “Prisoner on 
the Hell Planet” with the subtitle “A Case History”, which he inserted into Maus I. The 
comic strip within the comic book created for an avant-garde comix magazine7 reflects 
Art’s attempt to overcome his trauma caused by the family tragedy. Its personal character 
is underscored by its graphic realization: within the whole book it is the only part where 
acting characters are depicted as humans, not as animals or humans wearing animal masks. 
This deviation in form and style is not a sign of artistic inconsistency. As a matter of fact, 
it suggests that Spiegelman does not feel the urge to express his distance from the tragedy, 
as was the case with the Holocaust – which he did not experience even though it deeply 
affected his family. Spiegelman’s close attachment to the darkest moment of his personal 
history explains why all the characters from his family, including those who blame Art for 
Anja’s death, have individualized faces. The highly emotional language and expressionis-
tic visual style of “Prisoner on the Hell Planet” is in stark contrast with the detached style 
of Vladek’s and Artie’s narrative in both Maus volumes. Of course, this difference has 
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much to do with the different time of the creation of this comic insert, which was created 
when the young Spiegelman was involved in the countercultural movement of the 1960s 
and early 1970s.    

In dark frames, Spiegelman pictures himself as a depressed man with the appearance 
of a hippie who has returned from his treatment in a psychiatric clinic, which was perhaps 
another reason for his mother’s frustration. More importantly, he conceives his character 
as a prisoner whose striped uniform is meant as a parallel to those of the prisoners/mice 
in the concentration camps. The close connection between the family tragedy and the 
Holocaust is seen in the panel which includes the casket with Anja’s body and a pile of 
corpses under a wall bearing a swastika. A hand with a tattooed number is pointing at the 
mourning Artie, who shouts out: “Hitler did it! Mommy! Bitch!” (I. 103). His scream, and 
calling his mother a bitch, could be as shocking as the word “bastard” in Sylvia Plath’s 
poem “Daddy”, with which she addresses her dead father – but in fact it indicates, simi-
larly to Plath’s poem, the feeling of betrayal and also his attempt to work through his 
personal drama. In his effort to overcome his guilt, he is trying to pass it on to somebody 
else, including Hitler and finally his mother, whom he accuses of murdering him (in the 
last panel, set in a prison). As Buhle says, “Spiegelman drew himself as a literal prisoner 
of guilt without hope of release” (16).

Spiegelman’s insertion of the account of his nervous breakdown after his mother’s 
death has an interesting point. In the Maus narrative it turns out that his father accidently 
found Artie’s cartoon, by which he was profoundly moved. It stirs his emotions because 
many years after Anja’s tragic death he is still unable to cope with losing her. He lives with 
the nostalgic memories of his first wife and thus the discovery of the cartoon only deepens 
his depression.

Art belongs to the generation of postmemory, to use the term introduced by Marianne 
Hirsch. In her concept, postmemory “is distinguished from memory by generational dis-
tance and from history by deep personal connection” (22). Although Art, as a child of sur-
vivors, was never exposed to his parents’ trauma directly, he is being gradually absorbed by 
it; in other words the trauma experienced by his parents is passed on to him and profoundly 
shapes his existence. The level of his identification with his parents’ suffering during the 
Holocaust is so high that in his case we can speak about the intergenerational transmission 
of trauma. This transmission and internalization of traumatic experience forms an impor-
tant part of his identity despite his efforts to distance himself from the tragedy through the 
use of animal images. His graphic novel shows that the most common site of the inter-
generational transmission of trauma is family. It is mediated by his father’s testimony but 
also by his mother’s silence; her “radical muteness and Vladek’s selective gaps denote the 
limits of representation and the consequences of trauma” (Horowitz 5). As many familial 
testimonies of the children of survivors reveal, even the untold affects those who have not 
undergone the trauma of their parents. However, in terms of its representation, the transfer 
of trauma cannot be conceived as a mere mechanical act. Spiegelman’s Maus shows that it 
is a very subtle and complicated process of transformative nature.

As we can see, Schaeffer’s Anya and Spiegelman’s Maus are different stories. Yet both 
writers manage to skillfully connect family history with the Holocaust on a high artistic 
level. Whereas American exile only frames Anya in the Prologue and Epilogue and the 
story itself concentrates on the gradual destruction of the Jewish family during World War 
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II, the multilayered Maus conflates Art and Vladek Spiegelman’s stories into an organic 
whole, indicating that the horrifying past can have disintegrating effects on the family 
– not only during it, but also a long time after its closure, even in an entirely different 
geographical setting. It resulted in a rather problematic father/son relationship and left 
devastating marks on the whole family, culminating in the suicide of Art’s mother. How-
ever, also Anya suggests (as seen in the Epilogue, though very briefly) that the events of 
the Holocaust have affected intergenerational relations within the Savikin family, marked 
by the alienation between mother and daughter. The reader leaves Anya, in America, disil-
lusioned and lonely. Both books testify to the significance of the topic of the family for 
Holocaust writers who realize that the reflection of family life gives the horrendous trag-
edy of millions of innocent people a more personal dimension. In my view, this is very 
important – because there is always a potential danger for the coming generations that the 
Holocaust will become just an impersonal part of our history. 

Notes
1 Susan Fromberg Schaeffer was born in New York City in 1941.
2 This form, together with the author’s employment of realistic details, contributes to the authen-

ticity of the novel.
3 This incident is based on a real event.
4 For the first time Anya is reunited with her daughter in the house of the Lithuanian family and 

she is frustrated because Ninka did not recognize her. Moreover she is jealous of the Lithuanian pro-
tector whom her daughter calls “Mommiti” (mother). The second reunion takes place in a Catholic 
orphanage and is even more frustrating because now it is Anya who fails to identify her daughter.

5 The genre classification of Spiegelman’s book is not simple. Maus can be approached as comic 
book, graphic novel (Spiegelman’s term) but also as Holocaust memoir, biography or autobiogra-
phy. It comprises features of both fiction and non-fiction.

6 Art Spiegelman, the son of Polish Jews, was born in Stockholm in 1948.
7 By means of the different spelling of comix, Art Spiegelman expressed his affiliation with the 

countercultural movement in America.
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